
Objectives: 
• Students will reflect daily on their own character and identify ways they could improve it.
• Students will understand all aspects of the SOFTEN listening model and be able to demonstrate 

them.
• Students will understand the four parts of Active Listening and be able to demonstrate the skill 

of providing silence.
• Students will identify areas of listening that they could improve upon.

Materials:
• Image: CharacterDare Image Set
• Image: SOFTEN Listening Model
• Handout: Active Listening Worksheet1

• Reading: Active Listening Reading2

Start Intentionally (10 minutes): 
• *Project Image: Previous CharacterDare*

• Have students take out their 40 Day CharacterDare Tracking Form and fill out the slot for Day 2. 
This includes writing down which of the 8 Essentials the Dare focused on, making an (X) mark 
in the box labeled ‘read’ if they were in class and went through the reading for that day, making 
an (X) mark in either the ‘complete’ or ‘incomplete’ box, indicating whether or not they did the 
CharacterDare, and then making a note to themselves in the small box labeled “comments” 
about the Dare. For example, a comment might read, “Did not get a chance to do” or “Forgot 
to focus on” or “Try this dare again another day” or “Learned a lot about my family.”

• Remind students that they will not be graded on whether they do each of the 
CharacterDares, but they will be graded on the completion of their CharacterDare 
Tracking Form and CharacterDare Reflection Days that will happen every five to ten days 
during the process. 

• *Project Image: Truth or Dare Prompt*

• Next, have students take out their Leadership Notebook and write down their answer to the 
Truth or Dare Prompt. If they did the Dare, they will reflect for a moment on what they learned 
from the experience of doing it. If they didn’t do the Dare, they will reflect on their “Truth” 
about it - what do they think about the Dare? Is it a worthwhile exercise? Where do they see 
potential value for it in their own life? If everyone practiced this, what would happen?

• Teacher Note: You will need to explicitly teach students that each day they come into 
class during the 40 Day CharacterDare, they will be doing the same two things to start 
class. First, fill out their tracking form. Second, writing their response to the Truth or Dare 
Prompt. 

1 Greenberg, Jerald, and Robert A. Baron. Behavior in Organizations Understanding & Managing the Human Side of Work. 9th ed., Prenctice 
Hall, 2007.
2 Hunter, James C. The World’s Most Powerful Leadership Principle: How to Become a Servant Leader. Crown Pub. Group, 2004.
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• Ask students to turn and talk to the person next to them or partner up and discuss the previous 
CharacterDare by sharing their response to the Truth or Dare prompt. 

• Truth: “What do you think about our most recent Dare?” 
• Dare: “Reflect on your experience with our most recent Dare.”

• Using random cold calling or asking for volunteers, ask students to share their Truth or Dare 
reflections. Encourage when appropriate and take advantage of any teachable moments, 
especially when a student shares a struggle.

• Teacher Note: Having a toolbox of active processing strategies to get students thinking 
and then sharing here will help integrate more quality discussion into your classroom.  
A few examples are included in Unit 0.

• Remind students that it is not about being perfect or even completing each Dare; rather, it is 
about striving to improve our character by intentionally practicing and discussing each day.

• *Project Image: Current CharacterDare*

• Ask students to take out their 40 Day CharacterDare Packet. 

• Introduce the newest CharacterDare. Have students find the current CharacterDare in their 
40 Day CharacterDare packet and read through it as a class. Answer and clarify any questions 
about the Dare. Encourage students to modify the CharacterDare if it does not seem to 
specifically fit your school situation.

• Tell them what the day’s objectives are:
• You will reflect daily on your own character and identify ways you could improve it.
• You will understand all aspects of the SOFTEN listening model and be able to demonstrate 

them.
• You will understand the four parts of Active Listening and be able to demonstrate the skill 

of providing silence.
• You will identify areas of listening you could improve upon.

Activity - SOFTEN Model Listening Strategies (5-7 minutes):
• Introduce the SOFTEN model for effective listening. 

• *Handout: Active Listening Worksheet*

• *Project Image: SOFTEN Listening Model*

• Using the student's graphic organizer that includes both SOFTEN and Active Listening skills, 
take a few minutes and briefly go over SOFTEN and demonstrate it for the students by showing 
positive and negative examples of each. 
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• Teacher Note: Keep this brief. You will be doing a full demonstration with a student later in the 
lesson.

• After finishing the explanation and demonstration, ask students, “Can I do each of the parts of 
SOFTEN and not have heard one word that you have said?” The answer is ‘yes’ and that is why 
we need to learn to actively listen. 

• Remind students, though, that it is important we show we are listening so that we are 
approachable, which is why SOFTEN is so key.

• THE SOFTEN MODEL FOR EFFECTIVE LISTENING3

• Improve your leadership skills by applying these non-verbal tips for effective listening:
• S = SMILE OR SERIOUS, whichever is most appropriate.
• O = OPEN POSTURE, facing the person who is talking.
• F = FORWARD LEAN slightly toward the speaker, 
• T = TIME & TELEPHONE, allow for the speaker to talk without interruption. 
• E = EYE CONTACT should be made without staring.
• N = NOD occasionally to show acknowledgement. 

Activity - Active Listening (15 minutes):
• Using the student’s graphic organizer, go over each of the four skills of Active Listening. Inform 

students that you are going to attempt to demonstrate Active Listening for them and have 
them evaluate you on your Active Listening using their graphic organizer as a guide.

• Silence: When someone pauses after finishing a thought, telling a story, or sharing something 
important with you, don’t feel that you need to say something right away. Instead, pause for 
a few seconds and provide silence. At a minimum, this accomplishes two really important 
things. The first is that it will show the other person that you are listening by letting what they 
have said “hang” for a moment. Second, many times a person will keep speaking when you 
provide that silence and will tell you something maybe that they would have never shared if 
you were to jump in too quickly by asking a question or sharing something that you want to 
talk about. Share with students the tip of starting with a lead in statement or phrase before 
providing silence. 

• Example: “That would be really tough…(silence)” or “Wow, that sounds exciting…(silence).”

• Paraphrasing: Remember that paraphrasing is not restating everything, word for word, that the 
person has just told you, but instead is about taking the gist of what they said and clarifying 
with them that is what they said or meant. This helps you to stay focused on what the speaker 
is saying as well as shows them that you are listening. 

3 Greenberg, Jerald, and Robert A. Baron. Behavior in Organizations Understanding & Managing the Human Side of Work. 9th ed., Prentice 
Hall, 2007.
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• Example: After person has been sharing about multiple positive things that happened 
over their summer, “Wow, it sounds like you had a pretty awesome summer,” instead of 
restating every single thing they said about their summer. 

• Asking Clarifying Questions: Instead of being worried about what kind of advice to give or 
whether you are going to be interesting or not to the person you are communicating with, use 
the Active Listening skill of asking questions to keep the person talking. You will learn to ask 
better and more open ended questions by practicing. Just as a surgeon becomes an expert on 
diagnosing a person medically, you can become an expert on asking questions to learn more 
about someone or get to the root of what they really want to talk about.

• The Click On Strategy: To help yourself focus on what the speaker is saying, a great strategy 
is to constantly be clicking on to things that the speaker is saying. Click on things they get 
excited about, nervous about, frustrated about, sad about, and put in the corner of your mind. 
If the right moment comes up in the conversation, ask a question about that topic.

• Example: “Earlier you mentioned that it was pretty tough this past summer when your 
Grandma passed away…how are you doing with that?”)

• Ask for a volunteer who has a genuine issue in their life that they would be willing to talk about 
with you in front of the group so you can model SOFTEN and the four parts of Active Listening. 

• Teacher Note: This is the strength of the lesson. Do your best to clearly demonstrate 
SOFTEN and the four parts of Active Listening listed above.

• Have the volunteer student sit with you in either a fish bowl setting in the middle of the room 
with students sitting around the outside or sit in the front of the room with the student and 
have students watch from their normal seats. 

• Start the conversation by asking the student to tell you a little bit about their situation. Keep 
them talking for about 5-7 minutes or until you feel you are at a good stopping point with 
demonstrating what good SOFTEN looks like and that you have demonstrated at least one 
intentional moment of silence, paraphrasing, asking of a clarifying question, and click on 
strategy moment. 

Debrief - Listening Demonstration (5-7 minutes):
• Ask, “What did you notice that I did well in my listening demonstration?”

• Get multiple responses from students.

• Ask, “What do you feel I could have done better in listening to my volunteer and their situation?”
• Role model what it looks like to receive feedback by thanking any student who gives you 

a suggestion or an idea and then tie it back to the active listening rubric.
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• Remind students that SOFTEN is what good listening looks like, but you can use this model 
and still not hear what someone has said.

• Ask, “Who will gain and who will lose if active listening was a regular part of our school and 
community?”

• Get multiple responses from students.

Activity (17-20 minutes):
• *Read: Active Listening Reading*

• Ask for 2-3 students to tell you something that stands out to them in the reading.

• Form the class into pairs to practice SOFTEN/Active Listening.

• Have the pairs decide who is going to be Parter A and who is going to be Partner One. 

• Tell the pairs that you are going to share a question and then Partner A will repeat the question 
and practice SOFTEN while they respond.

• When the person is finished speaking give them a high five and wait for the next question. 

• Example questions to choose from:
• What is something that you love doing and why?
• What vehicle do you feel best respresents your personality and why?
• What would be the best news you could receive right now and why?
• If you could lengthen one month to 40 days, which month would it be and why?
• What was the best part of your summer vacation and why? 
• If you could build a dream house in any location, where would it be and why?
• If you could participate in any Summer or Winter Olympic Event, which one would you 

choose and why?
• If you had to wake up to the same smell for the rest of your life, which smell would you 

choose and why?
• If you knew your last meal was going to be tonight, what would your ideal final meal 

include?
• If you could be any movie or cartoon character, which one would you be and why?
• What is your favorite thing to do in your spare time and why?
• What is something positive someone has said to you in your life that you have never 

forgotten and why?
• If you could have dinner with any historical figure, who would you choose and why?
• What is something that you would like to accomplish or experience before you die and 

why?
• What is something that you have done or accomplished in your life that you are proud 

of and why?
• What is a skill that you would like to become an expert at in your lifetime and why?
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• What is something that you like about our school and why?

• Teacher Note: Purchasing a book like the Conversation Piece can be very helpful whenever 
you need a good creative question to ask the class or if you ever want a relationship transition 
question to have partners discuss. 

• Repeat the same process by having Partner One repeat a question that you ask and then 
demonstrate SOFTEN while Partner A responds. 

• Have each partner practice SOFTEN 3-5 times before moving on to next activity. 

• Next, keeping the same pairs, tell students that you will repeat the same process of asking a 
question and having the identified partner repeat the question and demonstrate SOFTEN. But 
this time, when the partner finishes answering the question, the listening partner practices the 
skill of providing silence. To provide silence, and not make the situation awkward, the listening 
partner should use a lead-in phrase before pausing and nodding. (Example: The partner who 
answered a question about enjoying a concert they recently went to, could have the listening 
partner lead into silence by saying, “That sounds exciting…(provide silence and nod).”

• Explain that, when demonstrating actively listening, you do not need to provide silence each 
and every time that a person stops talking, but when used intentionally there can be important 
positive outcomes from demonstrating this technique:

• It shows the person that you are thinking about what they said.
• It allows what was just said to sink in, which adds more meaning to it.
• It opens up the possibility for the person to keep talking and possibly even tell you 

something that they wouldn’t have said if you quickly jumped in or asked another question. 

• Have each partner practice 2-3 times or until you run out of time for today’s lesson. 

Exit Intentionally (1 minute):
• Say, “As the stock investor and philanthropist Bernard M. Baruch once said, ‘Most of the 

successful people I’ve known are the ones who do more listening than talking.’” 
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Perhaps one of the most difficult skills in leadership is learning how to listen to others. It’s amazing 
how many people are truly lousy listeners. We all know what it feels like when someone doesn’t 
listen. We feel disrespected and certainly do not feel a positive connection.

Learning to listen requires that we do several things. First of all, we show that we’re listening by 
using the SOFTEN model:

• Smile or show sincerity
• Open posture
• Forward facing toward the speaker
• Time and Touch, giving when appropriate
• Eye contact
• Nod to show that we’re following them

These are all respectful, loving, non-verbal gestures used by good listeners.

The second aspect of listening is much tougher - learning to actively listen. Active listening is 
knowing how to ask the right questions and how to reflect back the message/words of the speaker. 
It requires that you pay attention until it hurts your head! It is NOT giving advice. Remember to 
seek first to understand and then to be understood.

It works like this: a person wants to talk. First think SOFTEN and get your body in the right place. 
Then go to work with Active Listening:

• Ask questions to help you understand the meaning of the person’s words. “Are you 
saying that...?” and “Did I hear you right when you said...?” are good for clarification.

• You then reflect. “You must be feeling pretty disappointed (upset, excited, happy, 
hurt, etc.).”

• Watch the non-verbals. Is he or she looking down? Arms crossed? Avoiding eye 
contact? Picking at a fingernail? Sighing? Biting a lip? What do you think that means? 
Ask, “Are you nervous (sad, afraid, excited, proud, etc.)?” Or maybe you sense anger. 
Ask about that. Show that you’re paying attention. Keep them talking.

Good listeners share the sadness and the happiness of others. They learn to truly enjoy letting 
others talk, get interested in the lives of those they listen to and find they get more out of listening 
than talking. After all, why do we have two ears but only one mouth?

SHOW YOU ARE LISTENING
In class, at lunch/dinner, at home, and with friends, practice listening this week. Show you’re 
listening by using the SOFTEN model and then actively listen by asking good questions, 
paraphrasing, and reflecting. Be interested in the other person. Strong listening skills, used well, 
show respect and love to others.

“Respect is love in plain clothes.”
- Frankie Byrne

“The first duty of love is to listen.”
- Paul Tillich

DAY 3: RESPECT



ACTIVE LISTENING WORKSHEET FOR:

YES NO Descriptor

S Smiling or serious (appropriate to situation)

O Open posture (no closed body language—
crossed arms, etc.)

F Forward lean indicates interest in conversation

T Time or touch (no distractions and appropriate
gestures of support)

E Eye contact (frequent & face-focused)

N
Nod (shows interest, support, agreement,
understanding, and generally tracks the

conversation)

S
Provided silence by using wait 

time of 3-5 seconds after speaker 
finishes, before responding

P
Paraphrased the other speaker 

accurately to make sure I 
understood what s/he said

C Asked clarifying questions

E
Explored for evidence and 

examples by using the “click-on” 
questioning technique

                                                       demonstrated the
following active listening behaviors...

Evidence for these claims is . . .



One of the most powerful dynamics of human interaction is when people feel as 
though they have been heard. Really heard. Hearing someone does not mean we 
necessarily have to agree with what has been said. Rather, it is working to understand 
where people are coming from and then going to a new place together. Dr. Joyce 
Brothers has commented that listening, not imitation, is the sincerest form of flattery.

*If you choose to read this “as is,” make the connection that employees for the
delegates are the students they lead. 

When working with executives on the discipline of active and empathetic listening, I
often have them meet with groups of employees to practice. Their assignment, 
unknown to the groups, is to just listen to what the employees have to say. They are 
not to make excuses, defend themselves or the organization in any way, or make 
any comments at all, with the exception of asking for clarification if it is needed. Any 
responses to what is said are for another meeting at another time.

The effect of a simple assignment like this is generally enormous. The employees leave
making comments like “Boy, we really got some things off our chests,” or “That was 
the most productive meeting with an executive we’ve ever had here.” Remember, the
executives did not fix anything! The executives invariably leave feeling better about
themselves and their people, having learned much more than they ever knew before.

Listening skills are crucial in developing healthy relationships. Dr. Karl Menninger
described listening in this way: “listening is a magnet and strange thing, a creative 
force. The friends who listen to us are the ones we move toward, and we want to sit 
in their radius.”

I used to hate going to social functions until someone gave me a huge piece of advice
that works magically. In fact, it works whenever you are around other human beings. It
takes off all of the pressure.

Are you ready for this profound piece of wisdom?

Forget about being interesting, and work on being interested.

Works like a charm every time. 

Excerpt from: Hunter, James C. The World’s Most Powerful Leadership Principle: How to Become a 
Servant Leader. New York: Crown Business, 2004. Print. 

LISTENING
BY JAMES C. HUNTER


