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Active Listening 
It’s pretty commonplace to consider listening an essential skill for college 
students. But have you thought about making active listening a more 
conscious goal for students in your courses? Here are some tips on how to 
encourage more active listening from your students. 
 
 

1. Give a reason to listen 
Consider giving students a skeletal outline of the lecture portions of your 
class so that they have to fill in what you say. This will give them a purpose 
and goal for their listening, which is likelier to promote their active 
listening. 
 

2. Have students fill in the gaps 
Listening is a skill that demands practice, so students will sometimes miss 
parts of the material that you deliver in class – they’re only human! To 
help them, have students take a few minutes during class to check their 
notes against their classmates’. 
 

3. Use the power of story 
To help your students, try to give what you say a narrative arc by including 
a clear beginning, middle, and end. We humans work well with story 
structures, so that is likely to help students listen more effectively. 
 
4. Provide a “roadmap” 
If you were giving someone directions, you would let them know their 
destination before providing turn-by-turn information, right? Do the 
equivalent with your lectures by providing an agenda. This, along with 
clear signposting to indicate where you are in your talk, will help students 
see how the pieces of your talk relate. 
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5. Encourage visualization 
Tell students to picture what the speaker says, perhaps as a mental 
model. It is also useful to tell students to see key words and phrases 
(perhaps writing those down to remember them). 

 
6. A listening tip for discussions 
Remind students that, when they discuss issues with other students, they 
should focus on what others say, and not just wait to speak their own 
ideas. If they are afraid that they will forget what they want to say, 
encourage them to write down their ideas so that they can devote their 
attention to what their peers are saying. 
 
7. Suggest the Cornell note-taking method 
Some students might find the Cornell method of note-taking a useful way 
to guide their listening (see the resource from the McGraw Center for 
Teaching and Learning, Princeton). It essentially involves devoting most of 
their (digital or paper) page to notes that record key ideas and main 
points, while they use the left margin area to record their own questions, 
and to condense main ideas in their own words. The bottom of each page 
of notes is reserved for immediately after class, when they student will 
write a summary of what they just heard. 
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