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Abstract

This article offers a philosophical rethinking of what it means to listen to the
child, not as a communicative skill or an instrumental strategy for facilitating
learning, but as an ethical encounter with the Other. The point of departure is the
assumption that, within many educational relationships, listening is already
constrained by adult expectations, intentions, and pedagogical aims. As a result,
the child’s voice is often interpreted, regulated, or appropriated before it is
genuinely heard. Adopting a conceptual—analytical approach and drawing on a
Levinasian understanding of ethics, the article reconceives listening as an act that
does not originate in the adult’s pedagogical will, but in the call of the Other—a
call that places the teacher or parent in a position of ethical responsibility. From
this perspective, listening to the child is understood as a response to presence and
voice, rather than as a technique of guidance, control, or interpretation. The article
argues that when listening is approached as ethical responsiveness, it neither
implies the erasure of the adult subject nor leads to an idealization of absolute
child autonomy. Instead, it opens a space of ethical openness in which the
educational subject withdraws from positions of dominance, pre-judgment, and
mastery. Rather than proposing practical prescriptions or adding to a repertoire
of communicative competencies, this study seeks to cultivate a philosophical
sensitivity toward the child—one that may be described as an attempt to listen to
each child as if they were the only child in the world. Although such an orientation
may initially appear merely inspirational, it holds the potential to prompt deeper
reflection on educational ethics, the language of curriculum, and the meaning of
shared existence within educational life.
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Extended Abstract

In contemporary education, listening to children is often understood as a communicative
skill, a tool for participation, or a means to enhance learning. Such approaches limit the
child’s voice within pre-defined objectives and expectations, failing to recognize the
child’s independent and ethical presence. This paper, drawing on a conceptual-analytical
method and the philosophical framework of Emmanuel Levinas, interprets listening to
the child not merely as a skill or tool, but as a fundamental ethical event in the encounter
with the Other—an event that places the adult in the position of responsibility prior to any
educational goal.

The theoretical and conceptual framework of this study rests on the foundational
concepts of “Other,” “face,” “language,” and “ethical responsibility.” The Other, as a
distinct and non-reducible being, calls the subject to asymmetric responsibility,
establishing an ethical relationship not based on reciprocity but on the one-sided
obligation to respond. From this perspective, listening to the child suspends interpretive
dominance, preconceptions, and the haste of action, enabling the adult to engage in an
ethical experience of the Other.

The dimensions of ethical listening are analyzed in four interrelated axes. First, the
child’s face, as the manifestation of their independent and living presence, activates the
adult’s capacity for ethical responsibility. Second, language and dialogue provide the
medium through which an ethical relationship emerges, emphasizing that listening is not
only about understanding speech but about acknowledging the Other’s presence and
creating conditions for ethical experience. Third, responsible listening entails the adult’s
responsiveness in relation to the Other, a responsiveness that arises prior to any judgment,
interpretation, or control. Fourth, Levinas’ notion of substitution guides the ethical
orientation of the adult toward the Other; in this movement, the adult’s freedom is realized
not as absolute autonomy but through ethical responsiveness.

The innovation of this study lies in its re-conceptualization of listening to children not
as an educational skill or tool, but as a pre-method ethical situation. Unlike studies that
limit listening to communicative competence, child participation, or improving
educational interactions, this research demonstrates that listening, before any objective or
instrumental function, is the temporary suspension of adult interpretive and managerial
authority and the acceptance of responsibility arising from the child’s presence and voice.
Accordingly, listening does not primarily produce meaning or enhance performance, but
creates the conditions for a deep ethical reflection on the adult-child relationship and the
shared existence within the educational setting.

The implications of this ethical rethinking can be distinguished across several levels:

At the level of educational problem framing, listening to the child functions as the
creation of an ethical problem itself, transforming education into a field of moral
reflection rather than a site for pre-defined solutions.

At the level of temporal organization of educational action, ethical listening introduces
delay and suspension, allowing responses to emerge in relation to the Other, rather than
being pre-programmed or efficiency-driven.
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At the level of understanding the child’s voice, this perspective encompasses
recognition of silence as well as speech, enabling ethical encounters even in the absence
of explicit verbal expression.

At the level of adult responsibility, educational obligation is understood as openness
to the unpredictable aspects of the child, acceptance of incompleteness, and respect for
difference, rather than control or direction of the child’s developmental path.

Ultimately, this study shows that rethinking the meaning of listening is a prerequisite
for cultivating philosophical and ethical sensitivity in educational interactions; a
sensitivity that positions teachers and parents in a transformative ethical engagement,
enabling education “in a different way,” where the child is not merely the subject of
instruction, but the Other whose voice calls us to ethical responsibility.
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