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Abstract: 

Listening is a vital skill that determines the effectiveness of the interaction.  ACTIVE LISTENING is the next level of simply listening 

or hearing. Active listeners establish a rapport with the speaker immediately as they pay attention and demonstrate interest verbally 

and nonverbally, which satisfies the pedagogue and consequently results in better understanding for the listener. It will not be wrong 

to say that, unless somebody understands the message there is no communication. The purpose of the study was to analyze the possible 

deviant factors and suggest ways to improve this vital skill in higher education institutions, especially medical and healthcare teaching. 

A structured questionnaire was sent to undergraduate students of RAK Medical and Health Sciences University. The results revealed 

that mobile phones and selective listening are some of the greatest causes of distraction along with boring lecture content. It is also 

worthwhile to note that the instructors are equally responsible for cultivating active listening skills in the students by 1) adopting 

interactive teaching methodologies and 2) creating interesting content. Since ineffective communication has emerged as the leading 

cause of medical errors and unintentional harm to patients, active listening can only be improved by evolving pedagogical skills that 

improve a student-teacher relationship.    

Index Terms: active listening, communication, distraction, performance, healthcare education  

Introduction: 

Hearing and listening are two terms that are often confused and misunderstood, and it’s a common misconception that if your auditory 

perception is functional, you don’t need any training to avail that blessing. But according to an article published by the Writing Center 

of the University of Adelaide (“Writing Resources | Writing Centre | University of Adelaide”), ‘Hearing’ is a physical yet passive act 

involving the process and function of perceiving sound, whereas, ‘Listening’ is hearing the sounds with deliberate intention. This 

applies to all students and especially health care students and professionals because active listening leads to 1) improvement in 

empathy 2) shows the patient that the HCP cares for them 3) establishes trust 4) lessens the erroneous treatment/decision-making, 

based on assumptions and most importantly 5) increases the chance that all the relevant information has been obtained. 

During school years, students are trained to read, write, speak and understand but they are seldom trained to listen actively. Listening 

is not only an integral part of effective communication but at the university level, active listening is considered as an important skill 

that is utilized during lectures and students need to improve and develop it. However, very few students know how to listen effectively.  

Students in a classroom at any level can broadly be divided into two types: 1) those who are only physically present, listen reluctantly, 

and want the class to be over as soon as possible and 2) those who are mentally present, listen actively, and are interested in gaining 

knowledge. The latter ask and answer questions, take notes and apply other such techniques that promote learning. These students 

retain knowledge, use it as a life skill, and are more successful in their careers. 

Listening is understanding thoughts expressed in speech, organiing and evaluating them, determining their interrelationships, and 

selecting the ones worth remembering. (Ergin & Birol, 2005) 

 

Listening as defined by the International Listening Association (ILA) (International Listening Association. (2012) is “the active 

process of receiving, constructing hearing from, and responding to spoken and /or non-verbal messages.”  

Out of four language skills, listening is an act most people engage in for the greater part of the day. According to Hybels and Weaver, 

the percentage of time devoted to various communication skills  (Hybels, S & Weaver, R. 2004)] is 53% for listening, 14% for writing, 

16% for speaking, and 17% for reading. They inferred that, although we spend the greatest amount of time listening, it is the skill that 

is taught the least. Active listening is a therapeutic micro-skill involving listening attentively and responding empathically so a client 

feels heard. (Levitt, D. H., 2001) In the words of Eze Grace[ (Eze, G.,2010)., “….hearing, is an aspect of listening which usually does 

not require much effort, an advanced and more meaningful stage is listening which involves paying attention to sound sequences as a 

means of getting meaning from speech acts. In formal educational environments, the quality of student listening affects learning 
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considerably. “Students who are uninterested in a lesson listen reluctantly, wanting time to pass quickly and the class to end as soon 

as possible. In such situations, students become passive and, though appearing to be listening, do not use listening strategies that 

promote productive and permanent learning. By contrast, when students willingly participate in lessons by listening to instructors, 

asking questions, and holding discussions, they practice active listening that allows them to achieve more productive and more 

permanent learning. (Canpolat, M et al.,2015).” 

“The goal in active listening is to develop a clear understanding of the speaker’s concern and also to communicate the listener’s 

interest in the speaker’s message” (McNaughton, D. et al.,2008).  

 

Materials and Methods 

The study was conducted among undergraduate students of Medical, Dental, Pharmacy, and Nursing Colleges of RAKMHSU to 

identify the Active Listening Skills of the respondents during their lectures. The independent variables were the College (Medical, 

Pharmacy, Dental, and Nursing), Gender (Male and Female) Nationality, and Native Language which are represented in Tables 1-3.  

       

                                                              

    

                                                                                            

 

 

 

Table 1.  Students’ Program             Table2. Students’ gender           Table 3. Students’ Nationalities-39 

A structured questionnaire was prepared, validated, and sent to the undergraduate students of all the four colleges of the university. 

The data was analyzed and the results were compiled based on a scale of strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree 

from the male and female students of different colleges and genders. Only those students who gave consent were included in the study. 

Results and Discussion                                                                                                                                                                               Of 

the total 203 students who participated in the survey, male to female ratio was almost 30:70. There was a heterogeneous representation 

from the Medical, Dental, Pharmacy and Nursing colleges with more students from the Medical and Dental colleges (40% and 30% 

respectively) as shown in Tables 1, 2, and 3 above 

 

                                

Fig. 1: I allow the speaker to finish before I speak                                           Fig. 2:  I ask questions to clarify my doubts                                                                                                 

An important way to demonstrate Active Listening is by allowing the speaker to finish before giving one’s response. Almost 47% of 

participants agreed that they allow the speaker to finish before they start speaking. The next stage is asking questions to clarify which 

shows the speaker that the listener is attentive. Almost half of the respondents, i.e., about 48% agreed that they ask questions to the 

instructor to clarify their doubts. The Nursing College leads with 57% students who ask questions followed by Pharmacy (50%), and 

only 48% in the Medical and Dental Colleges. This can be directly correlated to the fact that these nursing students would prefer to 

have a teacher who speaks in their native language, which may be challenging for a multilingual and multicultural academic setup. 

This highlights the need for an improvement in their linguistic skills, as English is the medium of instruction in all the universities 

across the country. Moreover, there is a clear distinction between genders also. Only 46% female students ask questions compared to 

54% of male students.  
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Program 

MBBS 82 40% 

BDS 61 30% 

B.Pharm. 32 16% 

B.Sc. 

Nursing 

28 14% 

Total 203 

Major Nationalities 

India 44 21.6% 

Syria 25 12.3% 

Iraq 14 6.8% 

Pakistan 13 6.4% 

Egypt 12 6% 

UAE 12 6% 

Gender 

Male 63 31% 

Female 140 69% 
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Students’ questions play an important role in meaningful learning and scientific inquiry. They are a potential resource for both teaching 

and learning science (Chin, C., & Osborne, J.,2008).. Questions from students indicate that they have been thinking about the ideas 

presented and have been trying to link them with other things they know. Allowing the speaker to finish and then ask questions gives 

time to process and analyze the information before responding. 

 

Fig.3:  I listen actively only I find the information interesting 

About 40% (79) students expressed that they listen actively only if they find the information interesting with the majority of 

participants from the Dental (43%) and Medical (41%) colleges. Out of these 42% were females and 32% males. Hence, the primary 

responsibility lies on the instructor to make the lecture interesting and adopt novel techniques to engage the students to listen actively. 

(fig 3) 

About 43% of students agreed that they listen for the purpose of exams. About 50% of participants from the Medical College listen 

for the purpose of exams as against only 29% from the Nursing College. This shows selective listening, in contrast to listening for 

acquiring knowledge. . Listening differs from other linguistic skills in many ways. A reader can skim the text to understand the idea, 

but the listener will miss the entire meaning of the conversation if he doesn’t listen attentively. Listening must be done in real-time; 

there is no second chance, unless, of course, the listener specifically asks for repetition ( Brown, S.,2006).  

Listening quality plays a crucial role in teacher-pupil communication. As a result, good listening skills would help to develop and 

maintain positive relationships and the emotional well-being of all involved in the educational procedure ( Wolvin, D., & Carolyn, 

G., 2000) and Lloyd, K. J., 2015).. 

 

  

Fig. 4:  I maintain eye contact                          Fig. 5:I show others that I am listening by my body language 

 

Communication in medical encounters comprises of verbal and no-verbal aspects. If these forms of communication are inconsistent 

or contradictory, the non-verbal messages tend to override the verbal messages (Hall J.,1995).. Eye contact is an important nonverbal 

behavior and is especially essential for building a good rapport with elderly individuals. (MacDonald K., 2009). Nowadays, the use 

of computers and especially electronic health records, during medical interviews is a big obstacle in using eye contact as an effective 

way to communicate. (McGrath MJ.,2007).  

Only 40% of participants mentioned that they maintain eye contact with people when they are talking as shown in fig. 4 above. In 

addition to maintaining eye contact, Active Listening also includes encouraging non-verbal gestures such as nodding or smiling, and 
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not interrupting the speaker. Almost 40% of participants agreed that they show the speaker through their body language that they are 

listening as shown in fig.5 above, the maximum being from the Nursing College at 43%.  

 

  

Fig.6 Using mobile phones in class causes distraction                                    Fig. 7 I use mobile during a lecture 

The response to using the mobile in the class had interesting results, as more than one-fourth (36%) agreed that the use of mobile 

phones causes distraction in the class. However, almost one-fourth of the respondents confessed that they use mobile phones in class. 

It was observed that male students used more mobile (37%) compared to females (20%). Hence, mobile phone use can be considered 

as one of the prime distracting factors faced by the undergraduate students at this university (figs. 6 and 7) Another study reveals that 

most of the students use their smartphones during class time for personal use not related to learning. One of the most striking results 

of this study shows that the majority of the students distract their classmates by sending messages and chatting. (Altmann E.M., 2014) 

As little as a 3-second distraction (e.g. reaching for a cell phone) is adequate to disrupt attention while performing a cognitive task.  

This distraction leads to subsequent cognitive tasks and creates more errors as the distraction period increases in a classroom setting.  

( Ugur, N., & Koç, T. ,2015) 

 

Fig. 8 My listening is enhanced when the teacher         Fig. 9 I prefer to sit in the front row                                                                                                                              

          stands in one place 

 

Seating position in a class is taken as an indication of student performance with good students preferring to sit in front rows. We 

observed that only 27% of the participant preferred to sit in the front rows for a better understanding and all the colleges and both the 

genders were almost equally divided on this point. Only 20% opined that it affects their listening/understanding. Therefore, based on 

our findings, we understand that their seating position or the position of the instructor is not important as far as understanding is 

concerned as shown in figs. 8 & 9 above.   
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 Fig. 10 I listen more actively if the teacher speaks my native languge 

According to fig.10 above, only 23% and 20% of participants in the Medical and the Dental Colleges respectively agreed that it would 

benefit if the teacher speaks their language, whereas in the Pharmacy and Nursing Colleges 40% of participants have agreed to this. 

There is no distinction between the opinion of male and female participants.  

There is a noticeable difference between the responses for this category. It is obvious from the results that participants in the Medical 

and Dental Colleges have better linguistic skills and can easily cope with the lectures being delivered in another language (English, 

in this case). However, a large population of the participants from the Pharmacy and Nursing Colleges are more dependent on their 

native languages. This highlights the importance of conducting the Placement Test and filtering the students for the General English 

Course to improve their English language skills that will help them in understanding all the subjects. 

  

Fig.11 I am able to concentrate throughout a 1-hour lecture 

 About 44% of the participants from the Dental College can concentrate for one hour, followed by Pharmacy (40%), Nursing (36%), 

and lastly Medical (34%), according to fig.11. The psychologists Wilbert J. McKeachie, Benjamin (Benjamin, L. T., Jr. 2002) assert 

that “When the lecture begins, most students are paying attention, and for most students that attention lasts for about 10-15 minutes.” 

In a Medical College where the cognitive load is high, teachers may consider giving small breaks for discussion and involve the 

students in activities to boost the attention span. Another reason may be that some students need more support in maintaining focus. 

Difference The difference in attention may also be related to many factors like the instructor’s teaching style and not only to the 

student’s individual abilities to remain attentive. Sometimes an uninteresting and boring 15 minutes lecture cannot hold the students’ 

attention, yet for other interesting lectures, 1-hour may pass quickly with the wink of an eye. Some students can only concentrate 

when all the required conditions for Active Listening are met, like interesting content, native language, and zero distracting elements.   

Conclusion & recommendations:  

A visible difference could be observed among different colleges and genders. The maximum number of participants from the Nursing 

College asked questions to clarify doubts, which can be directly correlated to the fact that they would prefer to have a teacher who 

speaks in their native language. This highlights the need for an improvement in their linguistic skills, as English is the medium of 

instruction in all the universities across the country. More male participants asked questions as compared to females. Selective 

listening for the purpose of exams is a matter of concern, especially in a health sciences university where students should be equally 

or more interested in gaining knowledge. Another point that has emerged is that students from the Medical College have the least 

attention span compared to other colleges.  
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Given the fact that UAE has blooming educational institutions with pupils from more than 200 countries; the medium of instruction, 

native language, and student’s background can influence their academic performance. In particular, their English listening abilities as 

future healthcare providers are of great importance and can enhance their academic and overall performance. These findings mostly 

reflect the heterogeneous UAE student population and translate to the population of Arab and non-Arab students with special relevance 

to all Health Sciences educational institutions and policymakers. Strategies on creating more awareness regarding the importance of 

active listening among health care organizations need to be developed so that they create more empathetic and compassionate 

healthcare providers, especially during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.  
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