Challenge of Really Listening 
Leads to better problem solving.
Because I teach math at the middle school level, l had some difficulty deciding on a meaningful listening activity. The skill seemed to lend itself easily to the area of English or social studies, and l thought of several applications in these academic areas. After some thought, I finally decided to apply active listening in the area of problem-solving. It seemed logical to use this phase of math because all of our conflict resolutions depend on creative problem-solving techniques.  I planned my lesson with this goal in mind.
At the beginning of my pre-algebra class, I discussed the difference between hearing and listening. Once the students distinguished between the two, I listed, with their input, various active listening techniques. Next, I had the students name the steps in solving a work problem. I listed the following steps on the board: 1) What is the question or what is the problem that I am being asked to solve? 2) What information or data do I have? 3) What are some ways that I can use to solve this problem (strategies)?
	1. Nannette, Jay and Brad have a total of 80 pieces of bubble gum. The total number of pieces that Nannette and Brad have equals the number of pieces that Jay has. Jay has four times as many as Brad.

How many pieces of gum does each child have? Nannette?

Brad?

Jay?


At this time, I divided the class into five groups with five in each group. (I had five rows, so I chose groups by rows of students). I explained the activity, and I used math symbols for the speakers to hold. As a warm-up exercise, I asked the students to express their feelings about homework.

It was immediately evident that one student was uncomfortable with this activity. He was isolated and given the assignment to complete independently. It was also apparent that one of the groups was overloaded with “talkers” and lacking in “listeners.” However, I continued without changing the players for the sake of curiosity.
Following the warm-up activity, we discussed impressions and feelings. Much to my surprise, most students enjoyed being the speaker and seemed quite comfortable getting the attention.
At this point, I distributed four problems for each group to solve. They would receive ten points for each correct solution. I suggested that each individual read the problem carefully and think about problem-solving steps one and two. Then each student was to share a strategy for solving the problem, as other students practiced active listening skills.
The students were excellent in employing the listening skills, but the passing of the item from one person to the next became cumbersome. After the first problem was solved in each group, I allowed them to continue without using the symbol when speaking.
	2. Ralph read a book with more than 100 pages and less than 200 pages. The total of the three digits is 10. The second digit is twice the last digit. How many pages did Ralph's book have?


	3. Three children collect marbles. Martha has twice as many as Wally. The three children have a total of 1,454 marbles. If Joe had one more marble, he would have 210 marbles. How many marbles does each child have? Martha?

Wally?

Joe?


	4. Ruth has three red hens, six speckled hens, one white hen and seven black hens. How many of the hens can say they are the same color as another hen?


As expected, the results proved to be quite interesting. Four of the five groups did remarkably well. Two groups were able to solve three problems. These four groups were extremely cooperative and successfully used the active listening techniques.

The last group did not fare as well. This very same group had difficulty during the warm-up exercise, so it was not surprising to discover that they could only solve one problem, and that solution came at the very end of the activity. This group required constant reminders about speaking one at a time. They also spent much time bickering about their strategies. It was clear that their cooperative learning skills were deficient. The other groups were pleased with their results. The last group was not surprised that they did poorly. They recognized their problem. Unfortunately, they did nothing to correct it. As a result, they performed below par.

As the students left class, nearly everyone expressed a desire to do this activity again. They also told my other pre-algebra class about the activity. More importantly, they were able to recognize the importance of listening to each other’s ideas and working together to solve problems. As a result, I plan to use this technique frequently in my classes.

Submitted by an Akron City teacher while taking the ALTERNATIVES TO VIOLENCE course.
