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How do we know when people are actively listening? 

What are some signs that people are not actively listening?

Dancers join in a cultural celebration at Fort Stanwix National Monument. NPS.



When we communicate feelings and 
attitudes face-to-face: 

▪ words we speak accounts for 7%

▪ facial expression for 55% 

▪ tone of voice for 38% of the message

Source: Albert Mehrabian

So what about phone conversations? 

Video conferencing?

Texting?

Impact of Body Language and Tone

Park Ranger and members of the public dancing Zumba at 
Golden Gate National Park. Photo: Kirke Wrench. NPS
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Acknowledge
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Connect emotionally

Enquire to understand

Summarize to confirm

D A N C E S



Communication is a Dance

Communication is an interaction, with ebb and 
flow, each partner responding to the signals of 
the other. 

When you are actively listening:

 Create space to invite others.

 Resist the temptation to take control.

 Follow the 80:20 rule (speaker:listener).

 Practice attentive silence.

 Allow the speaker time to complete the 
message without jumping in to add your 
own opinions and experiences. Dancers at the Northern Ute Bear Dance in Colorado.

Photo: Trennie Collin, The Southern Ute Drum
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Acknowledge
Acknowledge the speaker, and show your 
interest and respect, by giving your full focus 
and physical attention.

Use connectors to keep the conversation 
flowing: 

▪ Mm-hmm 

▪ I see 

▪ And? 

▪ Yes 

▪ Go on 

▪ Tell me more…

▪ And then? What else?

Angkor Dance Troupe perform Cambodian dances in 
Lowell, MA, site of Lowell National Historical Park.
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Maintain Neutrality

Use neutral language and tone to affirm that 
the speaker is valued and has been heard. 

Acknowledge the speaker’s right to their own 
feelings, beliefs and points of view.

 Keep an open mind. 

 Remain objective and do not judge. 

 Say "Yes, and . . . “or “Sure, how?” 
rather than "yes, but. . ." 

 Remember that the goal is to 
understand, not agree, advise or correct. 

Native Hawaiian practitioners at a ceremony opening the Kaua‘i
Ocean Discovery Center, part of the Hawaiian Islands Humpback

Whale National Marine Sanctuary. NOAA.

D A N C E S



Connect Emotionally

Empathy calls upon us to empty our mind 
and listen to others with our whole being. 

When we empathize, we demonstrate with 
respect that we understand what the 
speaker is experiencing.

 Listen for feeling words. 

 Observe body language for feeling cues. 

 Ask yourself, "What would I be feeling?" 

 Reflect your understanding of the 
speaker’s emotion in your tone and 
body language.  

Reg Pettibone, Paiute Nation, engages visitors through 
dance as part of the Kids In The Woods Program, 

Hiawatha National Forest. USDA FS.
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Enquire to Understand

Using open-ended questions help us to generate dialogue, build relationships, and provide 
information to better understand each other. 

▪ Tell me more…

▪ What would you do?

▪ Who could we ask to help?

▪ What interests you about this?

▪ What are your concerns?

D A N C E S

Tai Chi session during the Performance Ecology Project.
Humans and Nature. Photo: J.P. Grygny. 

Resource: Open-Ended Questions for 
Reflective Listening



Summarize to Confirm

Paraphrasing demonstrates that you have 
understood the speaker. 

It does not require a restatement of every 
word, rather an overview or outline of what 
has been said. 

▪ Accurately summarize the facts (content) 
and feelings of what has been stated. 

▪ Check in with the speaker. Allow them to 
confirm whether they feel heard and 
understood.

▪ Listen for observations, feelings, needs
and requests.

USACE employee Linda Speerstra performs Russian folk dance 
with the New Archangel Dancers in Sitka, AK.

FACTS FEELINGS CHECK IN+ +

D A N C E S



Active Listening Skills 

1 I allow the speaker to express their complete thought without interrupting. 

2 When someone is speaking to me, I eliminate distractions by turning off my 

electronic devices, putting aside work or other things that might interfere.

3 I show attentive focus through body language (e.g., lean forward, nod, make eye 

contact with the speaker, where culturally appropriate).

4 I listen for the feeling behind the speaker’s message.

5 I summarize the speaker’s message to ensure I understand what they are saying.

6 I don’t “turn off” the speaker because I don’t personally know or like them or 

their perspective. 

7 I express genuine interest in the other person’s conversation with verbal and non-

verbal cues.

8 I ask questions to clarify the speaker’s message.

9 I avoid rehearsing what I want to say while others are speaking. 

10 I pay attention to the speaker’s energy level, posture, gestures, facial expression, 

tone, and pace of speech, as well as their words.

Active  Listening Skills



Optional Homework: Strengthen Active Listening Skills

Active Listening Skills Now New

1 I allow the speaker to express their complete thought 

without interrupting. 

2 When someone is speaking to me, I eliminate distractions 

by turning off my electronic devices, putting aside work or 

other things that might interfere.

3 I show attentive focus through body language (e.g., lean 

forward, nod, make eye contact with the speaker, where 

culturally appropriate).

4 I listen for the feeling behind the speaker’s message.

5 I summarize the speaker’s message to ensure I understand 

what they are saying.

6 I don’t “turn off” the speaker because I don’t personally 

know or like them or their perspective. 

7 I express genuine interest in the other person’s 

conversation with verbal and non-verbal cues.

8 I ask questions to clarify the speaker’s message.

9 I avoid rehearsing what I want to say while others are 

speaking. 

1

0

I pay attention to the speaker’s energy level, posture, 

gestures, facial expression, tone, and pace of speech, as well 

as their words.

STEP 1: Active Listening Self-Assessment 

STEP 2: Field Test Your Practices

STEP 3: Reflect on the Results to Inform Your Practice



“The best way 

to persuade people 

is with your ears - by 

listening to them.”

- Dean Rusk

Fogo Na Roupa Brazilian dance group performs at Presidio National 
Park. Photo: Moanalani Jeffrey. Partnership for the Presidio.
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