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THE ENDURING POWER OF HOWARD B. WIGGLEBOTTOM LEARNS TO LISTEN: A
BLUEPRINT FOR BETTER LISTENING SKILLS IN CHILDREN

In a world filled with constant distractions, the simple yet profound act of listening has never been
more important—or more challenging. For young children, learning to focus their attention and truly
hear what others are saying is a critical life skill that lays the foundation for academic success,
healthy relationships,  and emotional  intelligence.  Few resources tackle this  essential  lesson as
effectively  and  engagingly  as  the  beloved  children’s  book  Howard B.  Wigglebottom Learns  to
Listen. This captivating story, written by Howard Binkow and illustrated by Susan F. Cornelison, has
become a  staple  in  classrooms and  homes  for  its  relatable  protagonist  and  clear,  actionable
message.  In  this  article,  we will  explore the core lessons of  the book,  why it  remains so effective,
how to apply its principles in real life, and the broader importance of teaching listening skills to
children.

What Is Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns
to Listen About?
At its heart, Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen is a whimsical yet powerful story about a
young rabbit named Howard who simply cannot sit still or pay attention. His body wiggles, his mind
wanders, and his ears seem to be tuned to everything except the people speaking to him. As a
result,  Howard  misses  important  instructions,  misunderstands  his  friends,  and  finds  himself  in
avoidable trouble. The narrative takes readers through Howard’s humorous misadventures—such as
missing the bus, failing a test, and losing playtime privileges—all stemming from his inability to
listen. However, with gentle guidance from his teacher and parents, Howard learns a simple mantra:
“I  will  listen with my ears,  my eyes,  and my heart.”  This  transformation is  not instant but is
portrayed in a realistic, encouraging way that resonates with both children and adults.
The book’s charm lies in its ability to teach without preaching. Children see themselves in Howard’s
struggles and feel empowered to change their own habits. The repetition of key phrases and the
vivid, engaging illustrations reinforce the message, making it a memorable tool for social-emotional
learning.

KEY LESSONS FROM THE STORY THAT BUILD STRONG LISTENERS

Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen offers more than just a cautionary tale; it provides a
framework for developing active listening skills. Below are the foundational lessons embedded in the
story.

1. Listening Is an Active, Whole-Body
Experience
Howard’s journey teaches that listening is not merely hearing words—it involves the entire body.
The  book  emphasizes  stopping  movement,  making  eye  contact,  and  thinking  about  what  the
speaker is saying. This concept is often referred to as whole-body listening, a technique widely
used in early childhood education. When children practice turning their bodies toward the speaker
and focusing their eyes, they are more likely to absorb and retain information. Parents and teachers
can reinforce this by saying phrases like, “Let’s use our whole body to listen, just like Howard
learned to do.”

2. Consequences Are Part of the Learning
Process
One of the most valuable elements of the book is that it does not shield Howard from the natural
outcomes of his poor listening. He misses a field trip, struggles to complete assignments, and hurts
his friends’ feelings. These consequences are presented without harshness, allowing children to
understand cause and effect in a safe, story-based context. By seeing Howard face these challenges,
young readers learn that listening is not just about pleasing adults—it is about avoiding personal
frustration and building positive relationships.

3. Change Is Possible Through Practice
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and Support
Perhaps the most hopeful lesson in Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen is that listening
skills  can  be  improved.  Howard  does  not  become  a  perfect  listener  overnight;  he  stumbles,
remembers his mantra, and tries again. This growth mindset is crucial for young children who may
feel discouraged by their own attention difficulties. The book models that with encouragement from
caring adults and a willingness to practice, anyone can become a better listener.

WHY THIS BOOK REMAINS A CORNERSTONE FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Since its publication, Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen has been widely adopted by
educators, therapists, and parents. Its staying power comes from several factors that align with
modern educational priorities.

Developmentally Appropriate Storytelling
The language and pacing of the book are perfectly suited for children aged 4 to 8. The sentences are
short,  the humor is  gentle,  and the problems Howard faces are universal.  For example,  many
children struggle with sitting still during circle time or following multi-step directions. By addressing
these  everyday  scenarios,  the  book  validates  children’s  experiences  while  offering  a  solution.  The
illustrations further enhance comprehension, showing Howard’s thoughts as literal distractions—like
bouncing balls or floating letters—which makes the abstract concept of “not listening” concrete and
understandable.

Integration with Modern Teaching
Strategies
Many educators use Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen as a springboard for classroom
management and empathy lessons. After reading the book, teachers often engage students in role-
playing activities, discussion circles, and even create “listening checklists” posted on the wall. This
aligns well  with programs like Responsive Classroom and Positive Behavioral  Interventions and
Supports (PBIS), which emphasize explicitly teaching social skills. The book also supports students
with  attention  deficit  hyperactivity  disorder  (ADHD)  or  sensory  processing  challenges,  as  it
destigmatizes  their  struggles  and  provides  accessible  strategies.

Parental and Professional Endorsement
From pediatricians to speech-language pathologists, professionals frequently recommend Howard
B.  Wigglebottom Learns  to  Listen  as  a  tool  for  developing  auditory  processing  and  self-

regulation. Its simple, non-judgmental tone makes it easy for parents to read aloud and then refer
back to during moments of conflict. For instance, a parent might say, “Remember how Howard had
to stop wiggling to hear his teacher? Let’s try that right now.” This consistency between story and
real life strengthens the lesson.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES TO REINFORCE THE LESSONS AT HOME AND IN THE
CLASSROOM

Reading  Howard  B.  Wigglebottom  Learns  to  Listen  is  just  the  first  step.  To  truly  embed
listening skills, adults can combine the book with hands-on activities and consistent language. Below
are several effective approaches.

Create a “Howard Wigglebottom”
Listening Corner
Designate a cozy,  quiet  area in your home or  classroom where children can practice focused
listening.  Include  a  copy  of  the  book,  a  small  stuffed  rabbit  to  represent  Howard,  and  a  visual
reminder  of  the listening mantra.  Use the corner  for  one-on-one conversations,  story time,  or
calming down after a listening mishap. This physical space reinforces the idea that listening is a skill
that deserves dedicated practice.

Use the Three-Step Listening Prompt
In the book, Howard learns to listen with his ears, eyes, and heart. Turn this into a simple prompt
when giving directions: “Ears ready? Eyes on me? Heart open?” Young children respond well to this
structured call-and-response because it breaks listening down into manageable parts. Over time,
they internalize the routine and initiate it themselves.

Play Listening Games
Games that require careful listening can extend the themes of Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns
to Listen in a joyful way. Try “Telephone,” where children whisper a message around a circle, or
“Simon Says” with increasingly complex commands. Another excellent game is “Story Detective,”
where  you  read  a  short  passage  and  ask  children  to  recall  specific  details.  These  activities  build
auditory memory and attention in a low-pressure setting.

Model and Narrate Your Own Listening
Children learn best by example. When you are speaking with them, visibly practice what Howard
learned: stop what you are doing, turn toward them, and make eye contact. You can even narrate
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your process: “I’m putting down my phone so I can listen with my full attention, just like Howard.”
This shows children that listening is not just a rule for them—it is a lifelong skill valued by everyone.

EXPANDING THE CONVERSATION: BEYOND THE BOOK

While Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns to Listen focuses on a specific aspect of self-regulation,
it fits naturally into broader discussions about kindness, patience, and respect. When children learn
to listen, they also learn to empathize with others’ perspectives. The book can be paired with
conversations about how listening makes friends feel valued, or how it helps in cooperative play.
Additionally, educators may want to explore other titles in the Howard B. Wigglebottom series, which
address topics like bullying, honesty, and handling disappointment. Together, these books form a
comprehensive library of social-emotional lessons that support children’s holistic development.

Supporting Children with Listening
Challenges
It  is  important to recognize that  some children face neurological  or  developmental  barriers  to
listening. For a child with auditory processing disorder, hearing loss, or attention difficulties, simply

telling them to “listen harder” is not effective. In these cases, Howard B. Wigglebottom Learns
to Listen can still be a valuable conversation starter. Parents and teachers can use the book to
open  a  dialogue  about  how everyone’s  brain  works  differently,  and  then  tailor  strategies,  such  as
using visual cues, breaking instructions into smaller steps, or providing noise-reducing headphones.
The book’s core message that listening is a skill—not a fixed trait—offers hope and a growth mindset
for all children.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING GIFT OF LISTENING

In an era dominated by screens, multitasking, and short attention spans, the ability to truly listen
has  become a  superpower.  Howard B.  Wigglebottom Learns to Listen  provides  a  gentle,
entertaining,  and profoundly effective entry point  for  teaching this  vital  skill  to  young children.  By
following Howard’s journey from a distracted rabbit to a more attentive friend and student, children
learn  that  listening  is  not  about  being  perfect—it  is  about  making  an  effort,  practicing  daily,  and
caring enough to hear others. The lessons from this little book extend far beyond story time; they
ripple into classrooms, families, and future relationships. Whether you are a parent seeking to guide
a wiggly preschooler or a teacher building a foundation for cooperative learning, the wisdom of
Howard B. Wigglebottom remains as relevant as ever: listen with your ears, your eyes, and your
heart, and the world opens up in wonderful ways.


