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Abstract 

Background and purpose: Active listening has been proposed to give the best outcomes for 
learning. 

Aims: The aim of this study was to see if encouraging active listening through the use of 
different roles aids pupil understanding of new topic areas. This study was carried out across a 
range of different age groups (from Year 8 to Year 12; ages 12-17) and different subjects 
(geography, psychology and learning support) to see the effectiveness of allocation of roles to 
active listening and retention of new information. 

Methodology: A cycle of observation was scheduled where each teacher would be observed by 
two others, starting with an observation of a geography lesson being taught to 13-14 year old 
pupils. Each teacher planned their own lesson and identified key pupils for the observers to 
focus on during the lesson. After each lesson the triad met to discuss strengths and weaknesses 
of the lesson in order to adapt the teaching focus for the next lesson in the sequence. 

Findings: Adapting to given roles allows pupils to focus on certain pieces of information. When 
they are instructed to focus on certain parts of the information being presented it allows pupils 
to understand their specific area more quickly. However, the tasks do have to be well thought 
through and allow for collaboration later on so that pupils can put their part of the information 
back into the ‘whole’. It is also important to take into account other aspects such as the subject 
information being presented, the dynamic of the class, their age and experience of oracy tasks. 
This study suggested that active listening may be more effective for older pupils (sixth form age 
16-18) as they are more established with their basic learning techniques and also potentially 
approach lessons in a more focused manner as they have chosen the subject and have their 
sights set on their targets for Higher Education. It would be wise to trial different active listening 
tasks with a range of classes to establish the most effective form of active listening for different 
age groups. 

Implications for practice: This study suggested that active listening can be encouraged through 
the allocation of different roles and that this, in turn, can produce effective learning of new 
topic areas. It was also found that the technique may be more effective for older pupils and 
needs adapting for those in younger year groups. 
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Context 
Historically it has been found that children are expected to listen in school for around 50% of the 

time that they are in lessons; both to their teacher and to their peers (Wolvin & Coakley, 1982). More 
recently John Hattie combined studies on the topic of teacher voice in the classroom and found that 
teachers talk for 70%-80% of class time on average. After carrying out his own research Hattie found 
the average was actually higher, at around 89% (Hattie, 2009). We cannot merely expect children to 
be ‘good listeners’; we should be aiming to teach them to become active listeners. This process of 
active listening involves both receiving the information and being an active processor of it. This could 
include processing both the verbal and nonverbal signals that the speaker is using (Hennings, 1992). A 
good listener will be able to filter out much of what they hear in order to focus on the message that 
they are receiving (Jalongo, 1995). They will also listen in an active way; so they will get involved with 
what they are hearing, pay complete attention, actively process the information, make comments and 
ask questions. Anecdotal evidence from teachers suggests that listening as a skill has been neglected 
and there is limited training or focus on listening as an independent skill (Jalongo, 1995). The following 
quotation summarises well the importance of listening for understanding: 
 

“We hear with our ears, but we listen with our minds’ (Garman & Garman, 2014, 
p.5) 
 

It has been suggested that by not signalling the importance of listening and only emphasising 
speaking, we lose focus on the role of listening in collaborative learning. In order to learn as part of a 
group it is so important for each member to take on board the ideas of others through a process of 
active listening and engagement, it has been suggested that working in this manner leads to better 
learning than for those who work in a competitive and individualistic classroom environment (Bruffee, 
1994; Remedios et al., 2012). 

This intervention focused on the use of active listening interventions in a co-educational 
independent school in Hertfordshire. The school has circa 900 pupils from Year 7 - Year 13 from a 
range of backgrounds including a large international community. The pupils used in this study were in 
Year 7, Year 9 and Year 12 (ages 11-12, 13-14 and 16-17). 

Motivation, focus and questions 
 

“Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much just sitting in classes 
listening to teachers, memorising pre-packaged assignments, and spitting out 
answers. They must talk about what they are learning, write reflectively about it, 
relate it to past experiences, and apply it to their daily lives. They must make what 
they learn part of themselves.” (Chickering & Gamson, 2000) 
 

The rationale for this investigation is based around the apparent need to encourage active 
listening in pupils in order to develop stronger understanding and in turn promote oracy skills. It was 
suggested when new topics are being taught the lessons tend to be more heavily teacher led and 
involve lots of information to be absorbed by pupils. This involves the need for good listening skills. 
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Pupils tend to rely upon the teacher to give them all the information in a passive manner rather than 
actively engaging with the information and trying to process it whilst listening in order to make 
comments and ask questions, as mentioned above. This led to the focus on giving pupils roles to guide 
their active listening so that they knew what they should be listening for; what the intended outcome 
of their listening would be.  

The inquiry focused on the impact of developing active listening skills (using roles) on pupil’s 
understanding of new topics. The aim was to see the impact of roles on whether pupils were able to 
listen more actively and in turn whether this active listening tended to improve their accumulation of 
new knowledge. Roles were allocated by the teacher and were mostly done based on the teacher’s 
knowledge of the students. Some of the roles were slightly more difficult and so allocation was 
differentiated for each of the groups. As the roles were new students didn’t have a say in their role 
but this would be considered in the future once the understanding of them is embedded. Students 
kept the same role throughout the lesson for continuity and understanding. According to research if 
pupils listen more actively then they will be able to develop greater understanding (Garman et al., 
2014). Therefore it was expected that by being given focused roles, pupils would be able to direct 
their attention to the pertinent information to their role. Therefore, they would be able to tune out 
non-essential information, the full information could then be re-built through group work. It was 
expected that pupils would be able to initially gain more in depth understanding of a smaller part of a 
new topic which could then be built upon through further oracy techniques.  

The importance of listening as the focus of this inquiry was based on the idea that listening is the 
first linguistic skill that humans require and as such is an extremely important device for developing 
our knowledge and understanding of the world around us. There are various definitions of what 
listening actually is; whether it is simply hearing the message that has been sent or making sense of it. 
However, there is a consensus that listening is not a passive process and requires effort to receive and 
interpret the message in order to fully achieve accurate communication (DeVito, 2013; Omololu, 
1984). According to Hunsaker (1990), 80% of what people know is obtained by listening and for 
students this number rises ever so slightly to 83% (Hunsaker, 1983 and Petress, n.d.). 

Inquiry plan and activities  
This lesson study was carried out over one cycle (3 lessons) and each time a different year group 

was taught and lessons were adapted based on feedback from the previous sessions. Three teachers 
were involved, all of whom would teach one of the lessons whilst the other two acted as observers. 
One teacher specialised in geography, one in psychology and one was the SENDCo and teaching 
learning support lessons. Lesson observations were conducted using the same proforma each time 
(Appendix A) and the same questions for the focus pupils (Appendix C). The group also discussed each 
observation using the same set of questions (Appendix B). These templates were all created 
independently so that they were suitable for the range of subjects and ages involved in the lesson 
study. The Year 9 geography class (ages 13-14) contained 20 pupils, the Year 12 (ages 16-17) class 
contained 12 pupils, and the learning support group (ages 11-12) contained 6 pupils. Within each class 
3 cases students were selected by the teacher of that class based on ability; one from the top, middle 
and bottom of the class in terms of achievement. 
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Each teacher determined the roles used within their own lesson, based on the task that was 

being completed. However, the roles were based on those pictured below and the descriptions were 
used to help the students understand their roles: 
 

 

 

As the lesson study was carried out on three different classes (different subjects and age groups) 
it was difficult to have set success criteria. However, teacher knowledge of pupils and their usual 
capabilities was useful to see if the intervention produced ‘better’ learning. There was also the 
opportunity to send pupils Google Form quizzes to assess their learning and compare to classes who 
weren’t taught using the active listening strategies. Pupils were also asked for their feedback on the 
strategies to see if they felt that they had learnt more than they might have when taught in a more 
traditional manner. 

A difference was expected in terms of engagement across different year groups and the need for 
potential different strategies with these age groups. Overall, we expected the outcome to be that, as 
pupils became more used to active listening as a process, through the use of roles to break down what 
can be quite a difficult skill, they would be able to engage with material more quickly and achieve a 
greater level of understanding. By allowing students this space to be able to contribute with 
associated roles through the active listening tasks, we wished to see if these students became more 
comfortable with their surroundings and peers in being less concerned about their answers, but more 
willing to contribute to the shared task. By allowing them this shared space pupils would be engaging 
in Psychological Safety, a 'shared belief held by members of a team'  (Edmonson, 1999, p. 350);  where 
a shared expectation that students can freely contribute without being held back by their peers or be 
embarrassed or punished when soliciting feedback.  

Success was measured through comparison with control groups, who weren’t taught using active 
listening techniques. Learning was also measured by engagement of key pupils during lessons and 
knowledge carried over in future classes. It was anticipated that change would occur because giving a 
student a specific role allows them to really focus on certain information and therefore pay more 
attention to it when listening. The ‘noise’ of other less relevant information is lost, thus allowing for 
faster and more effective information processing. The rest of the information could then be re-built 
from joining together with other students who have been allocated different roles. 
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Ethical considerations and relationships  
It is important to consider the dynamics and relationships within each classroom setting for 

Active listening to be effective and for this progress to be measured effectively. We trialled the active 
listening strategies in three age groups with differing numbers of SEND students in each observed 
group. The teachers facilitating these sessions were aware of all SEND students' needs by labelling 
these on their seating plans accordingly. Liaising with the SEND department and their staff, teachers 
were able to provide reasonable adjustments to these classes to enable each student to actively 
engage and actively listen to the tasks being administered. Students used their school devices to 
access the documents being asked of them by teachers which ensured the schools E-safety policy was 
followed.  

As each teacher has a range of classes from the age groups studied it would be difficult to identify 
individual groups within this study and no student names were used as part of the processes. Case 
students were referred to by initials between researchers, which have been redacted from this report. 
All students in the lesson were taking part in the active listening task but only certain students' 
behaviour and learning were being observed carefully. The responses of all students was noted but it 
was up to each of the students whether they wished to fill in the feedback forms at the end of the 
lessons. 

As the hypothesis was that active listening would enhance student learning of new topics it was 
important to give all groups the chance to have their learning enhanced. Therefore, any classes which 
weren’t initially taught using these methods had a chance to take part in a lesson that used similar 
strategies to those used in the research lesson study. 

Findings 
In Stage 1, a Google Forms quiz was used to assess pupils’ recollection of the material covered at 

the end of the lesson. Active listening was implemented with one class, and not with another. Both 
groups were mixed ability. Following the lesson, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to establish 
whether there was a significant difference between the scores in the quiz from each class. This test 
was considered the most appropriate because it was looking for a difference between two 
independent groups. 
 

• Null hypothesis: There is no significant difference between the results of those who learned 
the material utilising active listening, and those who learned the material without. 

• Alternative hypothesis: There is a significant difference in the amount of information recalled 
on an assessment after the lesson for the pupils who were taught using the active listening 
methods when compared to classes who were not taught using active listening roles. 

The result of the Mann-Whitney U test led to the researchers failing to reject the null hypothesis. 
However, it is important to consider that this was the teacher’s first attempt at using active listening 
roles, and perhaps further practice would enable the activity to be implemented more effectively. 
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What was noticeable with all students through Stage 1, 2 and 3 was that they enjoyed the 
delegation of roles in them being able to know what was expected of them in the lesson. By them 
being given a clearly defined role in the Active Listening tasks  it enabled them to actively listen with 
an instruction associated with this role. The roles also seemed to benefit the SEND students in each 
class as they were then more comfortable and confident in using their roles to express opinion and 
feedback their  findings as their path was clear and they understood their part in the lesson. This did 
not enable these usually passive students who are less confident in lessons to be an observer and 
missed. An example of this was when working in groups all pupils supported each other by 
contributing their knowledge gained from their own role and listening to the knowledge of others. By 
showing empathy for others, students were again able to foster Psychological Safety (Edmonson, 
1999); the idea that less confident students (e.g. SEND pupils) will not feel punished or humiliated 
with their answers or mistakes when the teacher is soliciting feedback. 

The 6th form students seem to adapt better to the listening roles than the young year groups did. 
It seemed that listening skills developed directly with chronological age as each increasing age group 
seemed to gradually improve in this area. This may have been because they were more used to doing 
activities like this in their lessons (as they tend to be taught in smaller groups), or it may have been 
due to their comparative level of maturity and ability to manipulate material. It was also clear that 
some material lends itself to being taught in this way more. It is difficult to manipulate the roles to fit 
the information being taught; it is much more effective if the material automatically fits into different 
categories e.g. knowledge, evaluation, key terms etc as this makes the division of tasks much easier 
and there is less overlap. This would suggest that active listening using roles should only be used in 
very specific situations and these should be fully explored by the teacher beforehand in order to 
generate greater success. 

It also became clear that there can be a problem with misinformation. If pupils are replying on 
the listening skills of others to build up a full picture of a topic then they need to know that they can 
rely on the information from others in their group. This means that there needs to be some form of 
fact checking by others in the group or by the teacher to ensure that mistakes are not being ‘inherited’ 
by others. 

Changes to practice 
The issue of misinformation has been discussed above; after this had been identified a reflection 

was carried out after the first lesson during which it was discussed how some pupils may have made 
some mistakes in their understanding of the information and that these mistakes were then carried 
over into the group work because there was only one pupil per role in each group. This then changed 
the focus of the next lesson to address the potential issue. Pupils initially listened individually with 
their role in mind and then after reflecting on their role they were grouped together with others who 
also had the same role. This allowed for pooling of information and the potential to iron out any 
misunderstandings which may have arisen. This strategy was also carried across to the final lessons 
with the younger pupils. Instead of having groups of 3 or 4 (as with the older pupils) it was decided 
that having pairs would allow for pooling of information whilst limiting distraction. This was also 
important because of the SEND nature of the final group. 
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As the transmission of ‘misinformation’ had been identified as an issue from observation one the 

focus of future observations was to see whether this still occurred or whether the changes put in 
place did successfully remove this issue. 

The biggest impact of the intervention was the focused listening due to the allocation of a role. 
This meant that students had something to focus on whilst listening to new information; which can at 
times be very overwhelming. This allowed for listening to become a more collaborative process in 
which pupils relied on others to help build their knowledge. 

Reflective evaluation on the process 
The use of different age groups across the inquiry allowed for the development of an 

understanding of how active listening differs across the year groups and how the activity needs to be 
tailored considering the age group and the SEND profile of the students. The use of different subjects 
also allowed a discussion about how the techniques may work differently depending on the 
topic/subject area and that this would need careful consideration when planning a lesson. 

The use of roles from the role card pictured above meant there was more consistency across the 
lessons and pupils could be observed performing these roles to varying levels of ability. This also 
allowed for further discussion about the suitability of different roles for different age groups and 
learning abilities. So the role cards could be used as more of a suggestion with individuals tweaking 
their practice as necessary rather than a definitive set of guidelines. 

The main disappointment was the challenge of measuring impact on pupils’ learning. This arose 
due to the time frame of the study and other pressures on the pupils during the time this was carried 
out. For example, after the second round the pupils in that class sat internal assessments and weren’t 
taught again for over 1.5 weeks. This meant it was very difficult to gauge the depth of their learning 
from the effectiveness of the intervention. It was also not possible to always have a control group to 
compare the intervention group to. This made the results of the observations far more subjective and 
created a difficulty in effectively assessing success criteria. 

Disappointment was also experienced by the teacher of Stage 1. Despite careful planning of how 
roles might be used to support active listening, the execution of them appeared to lack effectiveness. 
Therefore a simple recommendation to future users of roles would be to first observe a colleague to 
gauge how they might most effectively be implemented. 

In order to carry out the project it was essential for each member of the group to be supportive 
of the others when trialling different methods. Even though subject knowledge was different 
throughout the group the level of experience of using roles and active listening was relatively similar. 
Therefore, all observations were carried out in a non-judgemental way that allowed for an open 
discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of each lesson. 

Finding the time for the group to meet in order to discuss, evaluate and plan the next stage was 
difficult and was often more rushed than it could have been. This meant that the planning process 
wasn’t always as collaborative as it could have been. However, overall the process allowed for 
interesting reflection as practitioners, looking at the needs of different year groups and mixes of pupils 
and how oracy techniques such as active listening need to be tailored for the specific group. This 
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wasn’t a new idea as all classes need to be taught depending on their needs but it made the group 
reflect on the use of ‘one size fits all’ roles and guidelines for active listening and whether these also 
need to be adapted along with the way they are used within the lesson. 

If this study were to be carried out again, it would be useful to do it across one class and see how 
their learning progresses over the weeks as they become more ‘expert’ at active listening. This would 
allow for easier measurement of outcomes, which was one of the major weaknesses of this study. This 
could then be scaled to a larger study group across different disciplines and age groups to see if the 
same need for different active listening techniques and different roles occurs on the macro scale as it 
did on the micro scale in this study. 

Next steps 
Clearly, the use of roles in active listening needs to be differentiated by year group and/or ability. 

As such, roles and their responsibilities should not be uniform across the Key Stages and perhaps 
differentiated role cards should be developed. 

The use of roles and active listening tasks will not be suitable for all tasks and need careful and 
thoughtful consideration by the teacher before implementation. It might be that the teacher has to 
trial the task before they can gauge whether it will be successful or not. These types of risk will be 
beneficial in the long run and in establishing schemes of work with built in oracy skills. 

For an accurate and measured outcome we would need to trial these strategies several times. 
This set of observed lessons were only measured by one outcome. For this to be a truly reflective 
piece, this investigation would need to be sustained for a further amount of time in one subject.  

Supplementary materials/resources 
Role card that was used to influence roles allocated in lessons: 
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Appendix A:  Research Lesson 1 - Observation 
 
Time: 
 
Aspect of learning:  
 
Teacher/observer: 
Accountable learning intentions and success criteria: 
 
Describe what you want the class to be able to do by the end of the lesson and what 
that will look like: 
 
For each case pupil state what you hope this pupil will be able to do by the end of this 
lesson: 
 

Lesson focus: 
 
 
 

Observed outcomes: 
 
 
 
 

 

Appendix B: After the Lesson 
 

• What progress did each pupil make? Was this enough? 
• What about others in the group of learners they typify? 
• Do we need to revise our assessment of any pupils? 
• What aspect(s) of our teaching could be adjusted next time to improve the progress of our 

case pupils and all pupils? 
• So what should we try next time? 

 

Appendix C: Questions for pupils 
 

• What did you enjoy most about that lesson? 
• What did you learn? (What can you do now that you could not do? What can you do better? 

How is it better?) 
• What aspect of the teaching worked best for you? 
• If the same lesson is being taught to another group what would you change. Why would you 

change that aspect? 
 


