
Active Listening for Better Spoken Skills 

Listening is one of the most important skills you can have. How well you listen has a major 

impact on your job effectiveness, and on the quality of your relationships with others. 

For instance: 

We listen to obtain information. 

We listen to understand. 

We listen for enjoyment. 

We listen to learn. 

Given all the listening that we do, you would think we'd be good at it! In fact, most of us are 

not, and research suggests that we only remember between 25 percent and 50 percent of what 

we hear, as described by Edgar Dale's Cone of Experience. That means that when you talk to 

your boss, colleagues, customers, or spouse for 10 minutes, they pay attention to less than 

half of the conversation. 

Turn it around and it reveals that when you are receiving directions or being presented with 

information, you aren't hearing the whole message either. You hope the important parts are 

captured in your 25-50 percent, but what if they're not? 

Clearly, listening is a skill that we can all benefit from improving. By becoming a better 

listener, you can improve your productivity, as well as your ability to influence, persuade and 

negotiate. What's more, you'll avoid conflict and misunderstandings. 

“Whereas speakers can, at their own pace, use... communication strategies to maintain 

communication, listeners must adjust to the speaker's tempo and active vocabulary" --

Vandergrift 1999 

What are some factors that affect the listening process? 

Listening is a demanding process, not only because of the complexity of the process itself, 

but also due to factors that characterize the listener, the speaker, the content of the message, 

and any visual support that accompanies the message (Brown & Yule, 1983). 

The Listener 

Interest in a topic increases the listener's comprehension; the listener may tune out topics that 



are not of interest. A listener who is an active participant in a conversation generally has 

more background knowledge to facilitate understanding of the topic than a listener who is, in 

effect, eavesdropping on a conversation between two people whose communication has been 

recorded on an audiotape. Further, the ability to use negotiation skills, such as asking for 

clarification, repetition, or definition of points not understood, enable a listener to make sense 

of the incoming information. 

The Speaker 

Colloquial language and reduced forms make comprehension more difficult. The extent to 

which the speaker uses these language forms impacts comprehension. The more exposure the 

listener has to them, the greater the ability to comprehend. A speaker's rate of delivery may 

be too fast, too slow, or have too many hesitations for a listener to follow. Awareness of a 

speaker's corrections and use of rephrasing ("er. . . I mean . . .That is . . .") can assist the 

listener. Learners need practice in recognizing these speech habits as clues to deciphering 

meaning. 

Content 

Content that is familiar is easier to comprehend than content with unfamiliar vocabulary or 

for which the listener has insufficient background knowledge. 

Visual Support 

Visual support, such as video, pictures, diagrams, gestures, facial expressions, and body 

language, can increase comprehension if the learner is able to correctly interpret it. 

What happens when we listen? 

Although once labeled a passive skill, listening is very much an active process of selecting 

and interpreting information from auditory and visual clues. Most of what is known about the 

listening process stems from research on native language development; however, as the 

importance of teaching listening comprehension has increased, so has the inquiry into second 

language listening comprehension.  

There are several basic processes at work in listening. These do not necessarily occur 

sequentially; they may occur simultaneously, in rapid succession, or backward and forward 

as needed. The listener is not usually conscious of performing these steps, nor of switching 

back and forth between them. The listener: 



1. determines a reason for listening; 

2. takes the raw speech and deposits an image of it in short-term memory; 

3. attempts to organize the information by identifying the type of speech event 

(conversation, lecture, radio ad) and the function of the message (persuade, inform, 

request); 

4. predicts information expected to be included in the message; 

5. recalls background information (schemata) to help interpret the message; 

6. assigns a meaning to the message; 

7. checks that the message has been understood; 

8. determines the information to be held in long-term memory; 

9. deletes the original form of the message that had been received into short-term 

memory (Brown 1994; Dunkel, 1986). 

Each of these steps influences the techniques and activities a teacher might choose to 

incorporate into instruction in order to assist learners in learning to listen as well as listening 

to learn. 

Listening Skills: The Problem and the Goal 

A student trying to understand spoken English is confronted with an impressive range of 

obstacles and has to learn to  

1. hear small differences between English sounds (e.g., the subtle differences between the 

vowel sounds in fear, fair, fire, far, and fur) 

2. comprehend reduced forms of pronunciation, which are very common in normal spoken 

English (e.g., fer for for; ta for to; wanna for want to) 

3. attend to intonation or emphasis cues (E.g., only intonation and emphasis distinguish “You 

want him to go?” from “You want him to go!”) 

4. adjust to regional, class, or group accents 

5. understand a great deal of vocabulary when they hear it (This often presents serious 

problems for learners because they learn most vocabulary through reading.) 

6. understand grammar structures 



7. understand rapid speech (Even speech in which students know all the vocabulary and 

grammar may be impossible to understand if it comes faster than students can process it.) 

8. develop a range of cultural background knowledge (Lack of background information can 

deprive students of vitally important clues for comprehending a message; it also reduces their 

ability to predict what they might hear.) 

The eight steps to becoming an active listener: 

1. Approach each dialogue with the goal to learn something. 

Think of the person as someone who can teach you. 

2. Stop talking and focus closely on the speaker. 

Suppress the urge to think about what you’re going to say next or to multitask. 

3. Open and guide the conversation. 

Open and guide the conversation with broad, open-ended questions such as “what other 
strategic alternatives did you consider” or "how do you envision..." Avoid close-ended 
questions that can be answered with just a “yes” or “no.” 

4. Drill down to the details. 

Drill down to the details by asking directive, specific questions that focus the conversation, 
such as "Tell me more about..." "How did you come to this conclusion?" or "How would this 
work?" 

5. Summarize what you hear and ask questions to check your understanding. 

Questions such as “If I’m understanding you..." or "Tell me if this is what you’re saying...." 

6. Encourage with positive feedback. 

If you can see that a speaker has some trouble expressing a point or lacks confidence, 
encourage him or her with a smile, a nod or a positive question to show your interest. 

7. Listen for total meaning. 

Understand that in addition to what is being said, the real message may be non-verbal or 
emotional. Checking body language is one way to seek true understanding. 

8. Pay attention to your responses. 

Remember that the way you respond to a question also is part of the dialogue. Keep an open 
mind and show respect for the other person’s point of view even if you disagree with it. 

As an English teacher, you might already be familiar with the phonetic symbols for sounds in 

English. If you are not, you can refer to any good English dictionary (e.g., 

Oxford/Cambridge/Longman’s Advanced Learners’ dictionaries) that contains a 



pronunciation key. This will help you become familiar with phonological information about 

English sounds, which in turn will enable you to devise classroom activities to develop your 

students’ listening skills. As you are perhaps aware, the pronunciation of English words 

differs according to which part of the word is stressed, which vowel is long or short, which 

words in a sentence are pronounced in their weak forms and so on. To be able to understand 

and respond appropriately to spoken English,  students need to be aware of such distinctions 

when they hear English being spoken. The focus is on giving students opportunities to hear 

pronunciation differences in appropriate contexts, so that they can use these skills for real-life 

listening. At this level, we strongly recommend that you do not teach your students the 

phonological symbols, because this kind of technical knowledge will not help them in actual 

communication situations. Instead, you can use your technical knowledge to design 

pronunciation tasks for classroom practice. 

 

Like other languages, English has a fixed stress pattern for words containing more than one 

syllable. This means that a particular syllable in a word is said with more force than the 

others. For example, the word example is always pronounced with stress on the second 

syllable (ig-ZAM-pl), while the word pronunciation has the stress on the fourth syllable (pro-

nunt-si-EI-shun). Sometimes, the same word has a different pronunciation according to 

whether it is used as a noun, adjective or verb. For example, the word present is pronounced 

with the stress on the first syllable when used as a noun (PRE-zent), and on the second 

syllable when used as a verb (pri-ZENT). 

This activity should help notice these differences in stress when the words are used in a 

specific context. 

PRE-sent (Noun)      pre-SENT (Verb) 

RE-cord (Noun)        re-CORD (Verb) 

OB-ject (Noun)          ob-JECT (Verb) 

PRO-duce (Noun)     pro-DUCE (Verb) 

AB-sent (Adjective)   ab-SENT (Verb) 

RÉ-sumé (Noun)       re-SUME (Verb) 



CON-duct (Noun)      con-DUCT (Verb) 
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