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Understanding how to listen effectively is an essential skill that benefits 
everything from family life to business. It’s one of the most critical skills for 
working effectively in teams. Hearing and listening are different. Whereas 
hearing is a automatic and effortless process when sound waves strike 
the ear drum  and cause vibrations in the brain, listening is about the 
brain giving those sounds meaning. It’s unnatural, and it requires effort. 
There’s all sorts of faulty listening. Sometimes we fake it or pretend to 
listen; sometimes we only respond to the remarks we are interested in 
and reject the rest. Sometimes we listen defensively and take innocent 
remarks as personal attacks. Or, we listen to collect information to use to 
attack the speaker, or we avoid particular topics, or we listen insensitively 
and can’t look beyond the words for other meanings, or we  turn the 
conversation to ourselves. So, listening is indeed hard and requires effort. 
To be a good listener you need  to be able to listen for information,  listen 
to judge the quality of the information and listen empathetically to build a 
relationship and help solve a problem. When looked at from these diverse 
angles growing Listening moves well beyond encouraging a student to 
‘do good listening’.

Five big culture shifts to get you started. Ask yourself – how 
might you:
•	 Model, discuss and critique the habits of Active Listening; 

•	 Create situations that require students to listen for various, 
different types of information;

•	 Construct opportunities for students to view situations 
through others’ eyes;

•	 Encourage students to keep an open mind, resisting the 
inclination to jump to conclusions on partial information; 

•	 Help students to listen ‘beyond the words’, to what is not 
being said, to the values, beliefs and emotions of the 
speaker.

1 Listening - a well formed habit

2 Five big culture shifts
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You make it clear to pupils which 
learning habits and processes 
they are using. You try to make 
every aspect of the learning 
process as visible as possible 
through the language you use 
and through the words and 
images you display on the walls.

You design activities that 
combine the dual objectives of 
‘what’ will be learned and ‘how’ 
it will be learned. You make 
sure students know that the 
content they are learning is a 
way of giving their minds a useful 
workout. (The content is the 
vehicle for learning)

3 �The six principles that lie behind teaching 
for Learning Power

Good listener prompts 
•	 Have the pupils make suggestions about 

good listening
•	 Pay attention. Focus on the person and what 

is being said
•	 Don’t get distracted by other things around 

you
•	 Show you’re listening by saying uh-huh or 

nodding your head
•	 Keep quiet while the other person’s talking
•	 Wait to ask a question or give comments that 

show others that you care about what they’re 
saying.

Make these into a public display and refer to 
them often. Here is an example from a group of 9 
year olds.

For example: 
Make the listening intentions in any lesson clear
In order to teach with listening in mind, it is a 
good idea to set up the lesson with a specific 
listening purpose. For example,
•	 in one lesson it may be appropriate to require 

pupils merely to listen with relaxed enjoyment 
to appreciate the experience for itself;

•	 on another occasion the focus may be on 
listening with discernment,

•	 whilst another may require listening in order 
to generate counter arguments.

1: Visible learning…Surfacing learning

2: Dual focus teaching…blending content and process In
 p
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Your lessons are designed 
to intrigue your pupils. Pupils 
don’t put in the effort unless 
their energy and attention are 
captured by what they are 
doing. You capture your pupils’ 
emotional engagement by giving 
them more of a stake in the 
process of learning.

You have realised from your 
own life that what is engaging 
tends to be what is challenging. 
Since you see education as a 
preparation for a learning life, 
you help pupils to learn how to 
handle increasing degrees of 
complexity and uncertainty. 

Start lessons with an aural challenge…from time 
to time
Provide complex directions or instructions. For 
example…
A sense of direction exercises: 
•	 You are facing east, you make an about-face, 

and then you turn left. Which direction is now 
on your left?

•	 Castle Street is parallel to St John’s Street. 
The Avenue is perpendicular to Purley Road. 
Purley Road is parallel to St. John’s Street. 
Is The Avenue parallel or perpendicular to 
Castle Street?

For example: There’s something wrong here
Teacher reads a sentence or statement without 
expression, then reads it again with changes 
– no repetition. Pupils are asked to spot the 
changes. This can work particularly well when 
using a foreign language. 
Examples:
•	 Karen takes the train to work but Katherine 

always drives / Clare takes the bus to work 
but Kim sometimes drives.

•	 Next year Christine is going on holiday to 
France /  Next week Christina is going to 
work in France.

•	 After Easter, Lynn and Drew are going to 
Switzerland to visit Drew’s mother /  During 
Easter, Linda and Drew are going to 
Swansea to visit Linda’s mother.

3: Emotional engagement…Capturing attention

4: Handling uncertainty…Challenge
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Learning is both a sociable and 
a solitary activity, and you offer 
your pupils opportunities to 
experience both. You develop 
interdependent learners who 
know how to handle themselves 
in collaborative groups and able 
to move around in the social 
space of learning to best effect.

You understand that pupils 
have to learn how to manage 
and organise their own learning 
and that the way to do this is 
by giving them increasingly 
demanding opportunities to 
do so.   You orchestrate pupils 
taking charge of their learning by 
expecting them to plan what they 
do, distil meaning from it, and 
revise it accordingly.

For example: Use learning mats
at the start of this process to prompt the use of 
and reflection on listening.
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5: Relationships…Working together

6:  Reflection and responsibility…Taking charge

Learning about Listening

I 
maintained 

my concentration 
on the other 

person.

I
didn’t 

interrupt anyone 
today.

 
I stopped 

myself from 
talking too much.

 I 
summarised 

the main points of 
the conversation 

accurately

I was
able to put myself 

in the other person’s shoes 
and understand their 

point of view.

I 
picked up 

how the person 
was feeling.

I...
I

tried not to 
make judgements 

on what was 
being said.

I
made mental 

notes of the key 
points.

How well did I listen 
today ?
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For example: 
Enable pupils to define how best to listen when 
working with others
•	 Agree common goals (‘Let’s make sure we 

know what we’re trying to do…’)
•	 Use encouraging language (‘That’s a good 

idea…that’s interesting…’)
•	 Ask for clarification (‘I don’t quite get what you 

mean by that…’)
•	 Paraphrase (‘Let’s just say that again…’)
•	 Remember quiet people are also listening 

and have valuable things to say – draw them 
in

•	 Don’t talk over each other
•	 Don’t undermine other people – no put downs
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4 �Listening for different purposes to the Ted Talk 
‘How to get better at what you care about’
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Listening 1) Conventions 
of listening 2) Self talk 3) Informational 

listening to 
4) Critical 

listening, judge 
5) Empathetic 
listening. Help 

Embodies
Attentively and 
productively involved with 
others.

"I’m careful not to take 
innocent comments from 
others as personal 
attacks."

Listens sensitively in 
order to pick up 
messages ‘between the 
lines’ and look beyond the 
words.

Responds empathetically 
when rejecting an idea 
with counter arguments.

Helps the speaker to draw 
out conclusions for 
themselves.

Organises Able to accommodate 
different viewpoints.

"I listen carefully and try to 
respond appropriately."

Uses open ended 
questions to get closer to 
understanding the 
message.

Removes the emotion out 
of critical listening and 
doesn’t avoid tricky topics.

Uses appropriate 
questions to help sort out 
problems.

Values
Listens actively for 
intention, emotion and 
mixed messages.

"I listen for the speaker's 
intentions, values and 
emotions."

Paraphrases in own 
words what they believe 
the speaker said.

Checks out the 
message/idea using 
evidence & reasoning.

Offers supportive 
responses showing 
empathy rather than 
sympathy.

Responds
Genuinely interested in 
what is being said, 
showing curiosity and 
respect.

"I am beginning to listen 
for different purposes."

Looks to identify the big 
ideas and main points 
looks for the golden 
nugget of information.

Listens for information 
about the idea.  Does not 
listen for information to 
attack the speaker.

Gives observable 
feedback to the speaker 
showing they care.  Does 
not attempt to turn the 
conversation to 
themselves.

Receives
Takes turn in speaking 
and maintains eye contact 
with the speaker.

"I try hard to make sense 
of the messages."

Shows interest in 
understanding the 
message as it was 
intended.

Shows interest in the 
quality of the 
message/idea. 

Shows interest in creating 
and maintaining positive 
relationships.

Lacks
Unaware of social 
conventions of listening. 
Talks over others.

"Unaware of listening as a 
skill."

Listens for what they want 
to hear for own ends. Is 
selective in their listening.

Makes early judgement 
on partial information.

Tends to talk rather than 
listen.
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6 �Team Reflection and Planning 
Personal Action Reporting

Evidence from my Listening experiments that I will report to the team at the next 
meeting

improved turn taking

increased looking in order to listen

a willingness to listen ‘across the class’

realisation that peers have valuable opinions

inclination to listen for what is not being said

increased understanding of the emotions of the speaker

greater interest in the values / intentions of the speaker

increased ability to paraphrase / summarise what has been said

willingness to check that they have understood the speaker

greater empathy for others

others you may have observed…
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www.tloltd.co.uk

www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk

Approved courses from TLO
TLO offers a range of courses, on-line learning, conferences and resources to stimulate and 
extend schools’  
practice in Building Learning Power.

– Enhance understanding and skills

– Ensure BLP principles are interpreted  for full effect

– Encourage staff to explore and experiment

Our new in-depth courses fit any budget – and really work.

For more details contact

TLO Limited	 t:	 0117 937 8080
The Park Centre	
Daventry Road	 e:	 learningpower@tloltd.co.uk
Bristol
BS4 1DQ	 w:	 www.bulildinglearningpower.com

	 w:	 www.tloltd.co.uk

TLO Limited have worked closely with Professor Guy Claxton since 2001. Together we 
have sought to create a dynamic programme for translating and extending his ideas into 
effective practice, in ways that can benefit every classroom and every young person. 
Schools, teachers and children have participated in every stage of this exciting journey of 
development. Our growing range of publications, face to face and on-line training and other 
on-line materials and training is the fruit of this endeavour.




