
If you’re going to heighten your reasoning abilities, you will need to practice active listening. As defined by Larry 
L. Barker in his 1971 psychology text ‘Listening Behavior,’ active listening is “listening with a purpose” and as 
described in the International Journal of Listening, involves “restating a paraphrased version of the speaker’s message, 
asking questions when appropriate, and maintaining moderate to high nonverbal conversational involvement.1”  
 
Here are eight principles that you can follow to become a more active listener: 

1. Make time and space to listen with your undivided attention.  
2. Laptop closed, phone on silent, screens off. 
3. Make use of a voice recorder (with the speaker’s permission) so you can concentrate on understanding what is 

being said and how it’s being said. 
4. Listen without judgment. 
5. Listen while keeping eye contact. 
6. Avoid rushing to fill awkward silences. 
7. Repeat the speakers phrases and points that you believe to be important.  
8. Ask clarifying questions when necessary. 

With these principles in mind, here is one exercise that you can practice to strengthen your active listening skills. 

1. Identify a friend, colleague or collaborator who agrees to spend 15 minutes helping you practice active 
listening. 

2. Ask your participating friend/colleague to select a product, performance or work of art to critique. They could 
critique a new app, their favorite pitcher’s most recent start or the Narcos season finale. Give them a day - or at 
least a few hours - to prepare their in-person critique.  

3. When you meet with your friend/colleague to receive to their critique, your job is to listen carefully and after 
each expression of thought, paraphrase what you hear him/her saying. You can start your paraphrasing with “It 
sounds like…” “If I understand you right….” or “What I hear you saying is…” 

4. Avoid interrupting your partner and limit your interaction to your paraphrasing statements. 
5. At the end of the critique/exercise, reflect on how engaged or invested your partner seems to be in this 

interaction. Do they seem more engaged/invested than usual? Less engaged/invested?    
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