PAY ATTENTION!
(That’s What Friends D0)

PAY AT T E N T I O N ! ( T H AT ’ S W H AT F R I E N D S D O )

“One friend, one person who is truly
understanding, who takes the trouble
to listen to us as we consider our
problems, can change our whole
outlook on the world.”
– Psychologist Elton Mayo (1880 - 1949)
“Listen up!” When that command echoes through a classroom, it most often signals
that students need to listen to a teacher, coach, or other adult. But it’s a phrase
teachers might use more in encouraging students to “listen up!” to each other.
Sure, students talk a lot with each other, whether it’s in person or via social media. It
can be hard to get them to stop! But unlike talking, it’s much harder to really listen
well to each other. In fact, really listening is a skill or habit many of us struggle to do
all of our lives.
Really listening — which goes beyond hearing words — is the starting point for
expressing care. It’s a habit and a skill that young people can, and need to, develop
as they grow up. Not only will it help classroom relationships right now, but listening
skills serve them well in the long term. After all, “listening effectively to decipher
meaning” is a core 21st century skill.
Helping students learn to express
care for each other by listening to
each other is a key strategy for
strengthening student-to-student
relationships. These research
insights and classroom activities
highlight the potential ways
educators can strengthen
peer-to-peer relationships, which
can go a long way to enhancing
the culture and climate of your
classroom and school.

Students develop relationships in
schools with both adults (teachers,
staff, administrators) and peers. Those
peer relationships can be a positive
resource for growth and learning that
teachers can help to nurture. Search
Institute’s Developmental Relationships
Framework provides a tool for exploring
positive peer relationships. This month’s
content focuses on how teachers can
support students in expressing care to
each other.

INSIGHTS FROM RESEARCH

The Critial Role of Friends who Listen
It’s not news that peer relationships become more important as students grow
through middle school and high school. This shift reflects a critical developmental
task of adolescence: developing a self-understanding or sense of identity. Having
friends who know how to listen well becomes an invaluable resource for students’
development. Through self-disclosure, openness, intimacy and trust with friends,
young people internalize who they are and how they relate to others.
SOURCE:
Parker, J. G., & Gottman, J. M. (1989). Social and emotional development in a relational context: Friendship interaction from early childhood to adolescence.
In T. J. Berndt & G. W. Ladd (Eds.), Peer relations in child development (pp. 95–131). New York, NY: Wiley.

Listening: The Foundation of Empathy
A key way to develop empathy is to have students share their own experiences and
listen to each other’s stories. Through listening to, understanding, and identifying
with the experiences of others, young people build bridges across differences and
they learn about themselves in the process. Having opportunities to listen and be
listened to can be transformative. As a young person said about a program that
emphasizes telling your own stories: “This program, there’s so much honesty. It’s
like you learn to be honest with yourself and the people around you, and everyone’s
listening for once.”
SOURCE:
Smith, C., McGovern, G., Larson, R., Hillaker, B., & Peck, S. C. (2016). Preparing youth to thrive: Promising practices in social & emotional learning. Washington,
DC: Forum for Youth Investment. Retrieved from www.selpractices.org/about.

Learning to Listen
Learning to listen— not just hear words — is a skill we develop as a way of expressing
care for each other. What does it take? Psychologist Barbara Varenhorst, who
pioneered teaching students to develop listening skills, identifies keys to learning to
listen:
• Practice – Listening is a skill we learn by doing.
• Focus – Listening requires putting aside, at least temporarily, one’s own
concerns or interests to be really present for another person.
• Empathy – Listening requires trying to experience what the other person
is experiencing. In the process, a good listener can help others sort out
what they want to say, and in the process help them learn more about 		
themselves.
• Feedback – Listening involves sharing what we think we have heard to
check for misunderstanding or incomplete ideas.
• Desire – Really listening requires really being interested in the other person
and wanting to listen and learn from them.
SOURCE:
Varenhorst, B. B. (2010). Training peer helpers: Coaching youth to communicate, solve problems, and make decisions. Minneapolis, MN: Search Institute.

Good Listeners: Trampolines, Not Sponges
Sometimes we think of good listeners as being like sponges: they just absorb
everything they hear. But leadership development consultants who studied effective
listeners in the workplace say they are more like trampolines than sponges.
Great listeners, they write, are people “you can bounce ideas off of — and rather than
absorbing your ideas and energy, they amplify, energize, and clarify your thinking.”
By comparing differences between people who were seen as really good listeners
and those who were average listeners, the researchers found that the really good
listeners do the following:
• Ask questions that promote discoveries by constructively challenging old
assumptions and offering relevant new insights.
• See conversation as an active, two-way dialogue, not a speaker-and-listener
interaction. Both people have a chance to listen and contribute.
• Make the conversation positive for the other person by conveying a
sense of confidence in them and letting them know you support them. 		
That which doesn’t happen when you’re passive or critical.
• Make it safe to talk about differences of opinion openly without becoming
defensive. Poor listeners tend to be seen as competitive debaters, who
listen to find mistakes in the other person’s argument or use silence to 		
prepare their response.
• Good listeners may disagree and challenge assumptions, but they do it in
ways that show they are trying to help, not trying to win. They often frame
their responses as suggestions, rather than jumping in to solve the problem.
SOURCE:
Zenger, J., & Folkman, J. (2016, July 14). What great listeners actually do: It’s about more than keeping quiet, [Harvard Business Review online]. Retrieved from
https://hbr.org/2016/07/what-great-listeners-actually-do

Can You Really Listen When You’re Always on Social Media?
Most teens seem to be constantly connected to each other through social media.
But are they really listening to each other in their texts and posts? Some researchers,
educators, and parents worry that they’re not really listening and developing the kind
of empathy that comes with listening in more than sound bites.
For example, MIT’s Sherry Turkle worries that teens “tend to talk about what’s on their
phones, not what’s on their minds” or “what’s going on in their lives.” She worries
that use of social media and other technologies tend to reduce deep empathy in
relationships. When on social media, the connections tend to be more superficial,
without the deep listening and sharing that cultivate empathy. She writes:

In the short term, online communication makes us feel more in
charge of our time and self-presentation. If we text rather than
talk, we can have each other in amounts we can control. And
texting and email and posting let us present the self we want
to be. We can edit and retouch... But human relationships are
rich, messy, and demanding. When we clean them up with
technology, we move from conversation to the efficiencies of
mere connection.

Other researchers have found that young people mostly use social media to extend
and help maintain face-to-face friendships, rather than replacing them. Furthermore,
online interactions enhance relationships for some young people.
Questions remain about specific ways social media and technology enhance or
undermine youth listening to each other. It’s likely, however, that developing strong
listening skills in general will help deepen young people’s relationships both online
and offline.
SOURCES:
Turkle, S. (2016). Reclaiming conversation: The power of talk in a digital age. New York: Penguin.
Spies Shapiro, L. A., & Margolin, G. (2014). Growing up wired: Social networking sites and adolescent psychosocial development. Clinical Child and Family
Psychology Review, 17(1), 1–18.

The Big Deal about “Small Talk”
It’s easy to dismiss “superficial” conversations as unimportant. But researchers find
that “small talk” — catching up, reminiscing, talking about TV shows or cat videos
on YouTube, and joking around — can help to keep relationships strong.
Although small talk is not enough by itself to sustain a strong relationship, these
day-to-day conversations help to create a sense of being connected. If we don’t talk
about the “little stuff,” we lose track of the everyday stories and experiences that
make up our lives.
What might this mean for educators? Listening to (and participating in) students’
everyday banter can be an important part of building connections. In addition,
giving students opportunities to connect with each other can help maintain a sense
of connection so they are more comfortable talking with each other about deeper or
more significant issues.
SOURCE:
Rodriguez, S. R. (2014). “We’ll only see parts of each other’s lives:” The role of mundane talk in maintaining nonresidential parent-child relationships. Journal of
Social and Personal Relationships, 31(8), 1134–1152.

T I P S H E E T F O R E D U C AT O R S

Helping Students Learn to Really Listen to Each Other
Be warm.
When teachers are caring in their relationships with students, students are more
likely to be warm and caring in their relationships with each other.
Check in together.
Create opportunities for students to check in with each other, highlighting everyday
things they are doing and experiencing. This helps them feel more connected to
each other and opens up opportunities to connect at deeper levels.
Model listening.
When they experience someone who really listens to them, they will more likely try
doing the same with their friends.
Set expectations.
Be clear about classroom norms around listening to each other and treating each
other with respect. Students are more likely to share their own stories, thoughts,
and opinions if they feel safe and know they won’t be ridiculed or put down for what
they say.
Be explicit.
Sometimes debate and kinds of give-and-take interactions are important parts
of classroom learning. Other times, though, students need to shift into “active
listening” mode to empathize with each other. Help students learn to pay attention
to these differences by naming them explicitly. Over time, they’ll pick up these
“social cues” and respond appropriately.
Practice together.
Listening involves specific skills that can be broken down into steps and practiced.
(See the Insights from Research section.) Take time to teach these skills, then
reinforce them with reminders or other opportunities to practice them again through
the school year.
SOURCES:
Kiuru, N., Aunola, K., Lerkkanen, M., Pakarinen, E., Poskiparta, E., Ahonen, T.,... Nurmi, J.-E. (2015). Positive teacher and peer relations combine to predict
primary school students’ academic skill development. Developmental Psychology, 51(4), 434–446.
Ryan, A. M., Kuusinen, C. M., & Bedoya-Skoog, A. (2015). Managing peer relations: A dimension of teacher self-efficacy that varies between elementary and
middle school teachers and is associated with observed classroom quality. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 41, 147-156.
Wentzel, K. R., Donlan, A., & Morrison, D. (2012). Peer relationships and social motivational processes. In A, M. Ryan & G. W. Ladd (Eds.), Peer relationships and
adjustment at school (pp. 79-108). Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.

TIP SHEET FOR STUDENTS

Starting a Conversation in Three Steps
Starting a conversation with someone you don’t know can be really awkward. Follow
these steps to help you really listen to and get to know someone you don’t know well.
Step 1: Just the Facts
Start by asking a few informational or factual questions. These might include:
• Where are you from?
• What grade are you in?
• Do you have any brother or sisters?
• What are some things you really enjoy doing?
These questions are usually easy to ask and answer, so they “break the ice.” And
the answers give you information you can use to take the next step. (Saying “tell me
something about yourself” doesn’t work well, since it makes the other person do all
the work.)
Step 2: Ask about Specific Topics
Follow up on something specific the person talked about in the first step that you
think might help you connect with that person or learn more about her or him. You
might need to follow up on more than one of the topics mentioned, since your goal is
to find a topic the person is comfortable discussing. You can sometimes get a clue
to what a person wants to talk about by what he or she emphasizes in responding to
your questions.
NOTE: You don’t need to know about a topic to ask about it. (Sometimes those
are the most interesting conversations!) When a new friend brings up a topic that’s
unfamiliar to you, acknowledge your lack of knowledge and follow with, “Would you
tell me something about...?” and listen for details that help you understand. These
will also give clues about what to ask next.
Step 3: Explore More Deeply
Once you’ve found a topic that the person is comfortable talking about, ask more
open-ended questions. These could include:
• How did you get involved in this interest?
• What makes this interest special for you?
• What have you learned from pursuing this interest?
Adapted with permission from Varenhorst, B. B. (2010). Training peer helpers: Coaching youth to communicate, solve problems, and make decisions.
Minneapolis, MN: Search Institute.

C L A S S R O O M A C T I V I T Y:
SHARE AND TELL

This activity is a simple game in which students have a chance to
talk about something that matters to them, and then to get positive
feedback from their classmates. It gives them experience in really
listening to each other. It can be used in any class where you’d like
students to get to know each other better.
For this activity, you’ll need sheets of paper for each student, masking
tape, and markers that students can use to write on the sheets.

Step 1

Pass a bag of colored candy to players gathered in a circle. Ask
players to take a small handful of candies in as many different colors
as possible. Be sure to tell players not to eat the candy until they hear
the instructions.

Step 2

Divide into groups of 3-5 students. Distribute color code charts to
each group.

Step 3

Ask each student to select one candy and compare its color to
the conversation topics on the chart. Based on that color, students
respond to the relevant question.

Step 4

Have students take turns in their groups responding to the topics.
They can eat their candy after each turn. Give players the opportunity
to share at least three times with the group.

Step 5

Discuss these questions together:
• What surprising or interesting things did you learn about
each other?
• What was it like to tell stories about yourself? What was it like to
hear others’ stories?
• How can you strike a balance between sharing too little and too
much about yourself?
• If you could ask other questions (not just the six we had), what
would you ask about?
Variation: If you don’t want to use candy for this activity, do one of
the following:
• Have students roll a die, then number the “colorful 		
conversation codes” from 1 to 6.
• Get a large beach ball and write the six prompts on
different parts of the ball. Stand in a circle and have the
students toss the ball to each other. When someone
catches the ball, he or she responds to the question on
the ball that is closest to her or his left hand.

C O L O R F U L C O N V E R S AT I O N C O D E S

BLUE:
Share a family fact or complete the sentence:
“When I get home, I’m going to...”
RED:
Describe a favorite way to spend your time or complete the sentence:
“One challenge I overcame this week was...”
ORANGE:
Tell about something you’re proud of or complete the sentence:
“The most important thing I’ve learned this week is...”
YELLOW:
Describe someone you respect or complete the sentence:
“I thought it was really great today when...”
GREEN:
Share a goal you have for your future or complete the sentence:
“The best thing about my school (or job) is...”
BROWN:
Describe your favorite movie or complete the sentence:
“The most meaningful part of this week has been...”
Note: Change colors, if needed, to match the candy you’re using for the activity.

