
Active Listening Strategies

When you are actively listening, you are doing two key things: you are encouraging the person to communicate with
you, and you are focusing on understanding what the person is saying. 

Encouraging communication

You can encourage communication by indicating verbally and non-verbally that you are interested in what the other
person is saying and want them to continue. Supportive words and phrases, such as Yeah?, Really!, Oh? encourage
someone to continue talking and are especially important in telephone communication. You can also use follow-up
questions for the same purpose. Here are some examples:

Statement: I got a job! Response: Did you? (falling intonation; expresses interest)

Response: You did? (rising intonation; expresses surprise)

Statement: I just won a new car! Response: You didn’t! (falling intonation; negative form; 
expresses shocked disbelief)

Focusing on understanding what the person is saying

You can do this by asking questions to clarify information and paraphrasing what the other person says to make
sure you understand. Try to remain focused on the other person’s words and be aware of what gets in the way of
active listening. For example, judgments about the speaker (This person doesn’t know as much as I do!) or about
what the speaker is saying (That’s ridiculous!) will prevent you from listening actively. Being impatient about
wanting to express your own views will also impact your ability to listen actively.

1 Work with a small group to brainstorm possible words that can encourage a person to keep talking,
and add them to the list below. Practise using them with different intonation to express interest,
shock, surprise, disbelief, etc.

• Really?

• Really!

• Wow!

2 Respond to each of the following statements. Use falling or rising intonation and discuss the
differences in meaning. 

1. My daughter just got her PhD. 5. I got this dress on sale for $10.

2. I’m getting married in May. 6. I’m having surgery next month.

3. I love pickled pigs’ feet. 7. I’m going back to China for good.

4. My son just broke up with his girlfriend. 8. I’m going to be a grandmother soon.
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Active Listening Strategies (Cont.)

3 In groups of three, practise active listening using supportive words or phrases and follow-up
questions. Take turns playing each of the roles below. 

�

4 An active listener focuses on what the speaker is saying, not on what their own response will be. 
In a group of three, choose one statement from the list below. One learner will argue in favour of
the statement and one learner will argue against the statement. The third learner will observe.
After each learner speaks, the other must paraphrase what the speaker has said before presenting
his/her opposing view, e.g., So you think … The observer checks that the ideas are paraphrased
accurately.

1. People who do not speak English perfectly should not be permitted to immigrate to Canada.

2. Teachers should not be allowed to assign homework to children in elementary school.

3. Sixteen is too young to get a driver’s licence. The legal age in Ontario should be raised to 19.

4. Stay-at-home mothers should be paid a salary by the government for their work at home. 

5. The world would be a better place if more women were politicians.

6. Stores should remain closed on Sundays so that everyone can have a day of rest.

Student A (Speaker): Speak about any personal topic for at least three minutes. Topics can include
hobbies, pets, a vacation, an adventure, a current challenge, plans for the future, etc.

Student B (Listener): Show interest and encourage the speaker to talk by using supportive comments
and follow-up questions.

Student C (Observer): Keep track of the time (allow the speaker 3 minutes) and use the table below 
to write down the words/phrases the listener uses to encourage the speaker to continue, including any
follow-up questions the listener uses.

I heard the listener use these words and phrases to encourage the speaker to continue:

I heard the listener ask these follow-up questions:
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