WHOLE BODY LISTENING AND WHY IT CAN BE HARMFUL

Whole Body Listening

An approach often used in schools and therapy settings—was originally
developed to support attention and classroom participation. However, for
many autistic and neurodivergent people, it can be harmful and
encourage masking. Here's why:

What is Whole Body Listening?
Whole Bodly Listening (WBL) is a concept that teaches children to show
they are listening by using their whole body:
e Eyes looking at the speaker
e Ears listening
e Mouth quiet
e Bodly still
e Hands still
e Feet still
e Brain thinking
e Heart caring
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1. Encourages Masking
WBL focuses on what listening looks like, not what it is. Neurodivergent
children, especially autistic children, may learn to suppress their natural
behaviours (like fidgeting, avoiding eye contact, or moving around) just to
appear compliant. This is masking—and over time, it can:

¢ lLead to exhaustion and burnout

e Cause anxiety, depression, and reduced sense of identity

e Undermine a child’s self-esteem and authenticity

2. Assumes There's Only One "Right” Way to Listen

Everyone listens and processes information differently. For example:
e Some children listen better while moving or fidgeting
e Eye contact can be painful or distracting for some autistic people
e “Still and quiet” doesn't always mean focused or engaged

3. Invalidates Neurodivergent Experiences

By insisting on WBL, we may unintentionally send the message that:
e Their natural ways of engaging are wrong
e They must change to be accepted
e The goalis to “look neurotypical” rather than be themselves

4. Reinforces Compliance Over Communication
WBL often becomes a compliance tool, where children are judged not by
their understanding, but by how well they follow behavioural cues. This
can:

e Discourage self-advocacy

e Lead to punishment or misunderstanding

e Prioritise obedience over real connection and learning

- . @ speechcare

speechcare.com.au speech pathologists who care



mailto:admin@speechcare.com.au
http://speechcare.com.au/

WHOLE BODY LISTENING AND WHY IT CAN BE HARMFUL

Be Especially Cautious with “I Can” Statements
“I can listen with my eyes” or “I can sit still” can be problematic because:
e They create pressure to perform
e They don't acknowledge individual needs
e They imply that if the child doesn’'t do these things, they are not trying
hard enough

What to Do Instead: Affirming Alternatives
Teach Flexible Listening
e “You can listen with your ears, even if your eyes are looking away.”
e “You can fidget and still be paying attention.”
e “Let’s figure out what helps you listen best.”

Support Self-Awareness and Regulation

Help children:
e Recognise what helps or hinders their focus
e Advocate for their needs
e Understand that difference is not deficiency

Bottom Line
Whole Body Listening may have good intentions—but it often promotes
compliance over understanding, and can unintentionally cause long-term
harm by encouraging neurodivergent children to hide who they are.
Instead, we should move toward affirming, flexible approaches that
celebrate and support different ways of thinking, listening, and being.
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