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A review of teaching by listening 

 

Tatiana Peres Toledo 

University of Ottawa 

 

Abstract: A significant number of studies have been conducted on listening to 

students’ mathematical reasoning, which is commonly highlighted as one of the main 

features of progressive mathematics teaching. Researchers have shown that listening 

to students fosters teacher understanding of mathematical concepts and improves 

student achievement. Yet, there are still divergent perspectives on how to establish a 

listening environment in the classroom and a listening attitude in teachers. My 

review aims to explore how listening to student mathematical reasoning has been 

portrayed in the literature to understand the different foci related to the topic. The 

occurrences of listening to student mathematical thinking have been collected from 

the literature and organized in three sub-headings: (1) definitions and descriptions of 

a listening attitude for mathematics teaching; (2) obstacles to the development of a 

listening orientation; and (3) circumstances for the development of a listening 

attitude. Finally, the conclusion will discuss how these main concerns have shaped 

the research done on teacher listening, gaps in the literature, and opportunities for 

future research. 

 

Keywords:  listening attitude, teaching and learning of mathematics, teacher 

practices  

 

Listening is said to promote caring and sharing relationships and more 

meaningful learning contexts for students (Davis, 1996; Schifter & Fosnot, 1993; Towers, 

1998). Student thinking and self-esteem can be enhanced when teachers listen to 

students (Crespo, 2000; Suurtamm & Vézina, 2010). Furthermore, listening to student 

thinking promotes improvement of student achievement (Brown & McNamara, 2011; 

Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Graves, 2011; Wisehart, 2004). Among the first remarks about 

the importance of listening to students’ mathematical reasoning is from the NCTM 

(National Council of Teachers of Mathematics). The Professional Standards for Teaching 
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Mathematics (NCTM, 1991) posited the importance of listening to students’ 

mathematical reasoning as an essential feature of a progressive perspective on 

mathematics teaching. In order to establish a community of practice in which students 

create and share their mathematical ideas, a listening orientation on the part of teacher 

and students is necessary. In fact, when teachers listen to students’ mathematical 

reasoning, students tend to pay more attention to their own ideas (Empson & Jacobs, 

2008; Levin, Hammer & Coffey, 2009). Therefore, the goal of this article is to explore the 

main topics found in the literature that directly or indirectly discuss teaching by 

listening and identify research paths that have not yet been sufficiently explored. 

Listening in the Literature 

 This paper explores the literature regarding a listening attitude towards student 

thinking, especially mathematical thinking. Three main topics were identified in the 

literature: (1) definitions and descriptions of a listening attitude for mathematics 

teaching; (2) obstacles to the development of a listening orientation; and (3) 

circumstances for the development of a listening attitude. 

Definitions and Descriptions of Listening Practices in Education 

 In Teaching Mathematics: Toward a sound alternative, Davis (1996) defines listening 

as embodied, intentional, and selective. For him, listening is not the same as hearing, 

nor a technique to be applied; it is an active task to be done with the whole body and all 

the senses. Our senses receive a mass of information, which is selected based on the 

historical, sociocultural, and personal constructs of the listener (Davis, 1996). Davis 

(1996) defines three types of listening. The first type he calls evaluative listening. It is 

highly selective and limited to identifying right and wrong answers to fixed questions. 

The teacher only listens to students to identify the answers he expects to receive for the 

question asked. In this type of listening, students’ contributions are only welcome if 

they match exactly what the teacher wants. The second is interpretive listening, in 

which the teacher accepts and interprets students’ contributions to understand how 

students make sense of the subject matter. However, the teacher only interprets 

students’ contributions to direct students’ thinking back to the lesson plan or goal of the 

classroom. The third type is hermeneutic listening, which is a shared conversation in 

which meaning is negotiated and perspectives are transformed collectively. The teacher 

interprets students’ reasoning and allows the class to be directed by students’ questions 

and interests. In hermeneutic listening, control and responsibility for the classroom are 
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shared among students and teachers. Neither side of the dialogue knows how the 

conversation will unfold since both contribute to the learning experience. However, for 

hermeneutical conversations to take place, it is important to start the conversation with 

the premise that the interlocutor has something of value or importance to contribute to 

the conversation (D. Jardine, personal communication, June 16, 2015). 

 Davis’ (1996) framework has been adopted by many researchers such as Coles 

(2002), Crespo (2000), Empson and Jacobs (2008), and Mhlolo and Schafer (2012). In 

some cases, these authors have made changes to the names given to each category of 

listening, but the substance of the categories remained the same. Jacobs, Lamb, and 

Philipp (2010) developed a framework that is rather different from Davis’s framework. 

Their framework describes a similar phenomenon referred to as noticing. It divides 

interaction with student reasoning in three actions: (1) notice; (2) interpret; and (3) 

respond. Notice is the ability to realize that students are performing valuable 

mathematical thinking. Interpret is the ability to understand and make sense of 

students’ mathematical thinking. Respond is the ability to respond to students’ 

mathematical investigations in a supportive way allowing students to explore their 

hypotheses further. Noticing is similar to the concept of listening and is a relatively new 

field of mathematics education. It seems to be similar to a listening attitude, but it is 

concerned with decomposing teaching practices to make them learnable (Sherin, Jacobs, 

& Philipp, 2011), whereas teaching by listening does not seem to have such a specific 

goal. In addition, noticing is often used to assess the quality of teachers’ noticing skills 

(Jacobs et al., 2010). Noticing was also discussed by Mason (2002) in his book 

Researching your own practice: The discipline of noticing. As the title suggests, the goal is to 

use noticing to understand one's own teaching practices better. Mason (2002) discusses 

how being conscious of actions, imagining different outcomes, and pausing before 

actions, might support a change of habitual reactions. In this sense, it is also different 

from noticing being used as a framework to assess attitudes of others. 

Empson and Jacobs (2008), Davis (1996), and Ohanian (1992) used short vignettes 

or anecdotes as evidence of how a listening disposition takes place in classrooms. These 

researchers seem to have included the vignettes or anecdotes to demonstrate their 

arguments better. Yet, these short accounts are limited to moments and do not describe 

the overall structure of the classroom. Graves (2011) presented a more detailed 

description of how one teacher creates and maintains conversational spaces that allow 

her to listen to students. Therefore, the description of the listening attitude goes beyond 

a sequence of teaching moves. Graves’s (2011) study describes how the listening 
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disposition is enacted in the complexity of a classroom. Graves (2011) observed a 

teacher, Judith, in a multi-age classroom for two months. Judith encouraged students to 

be more independent through shared control of the classroom – students could write 

down what they wanted to do on a board that also contained the activities planned for 

the day. Judith did not have to direct students to the activities; the board allowed 

students to self-organize. Therefore, Judith was free to walk around and listen to 

students’ interactions. 

Researchers have described varied ways of assuming a listening disposition in 

the classroom depending on the particularities of contextual aspects (e.g. students, the 

topic being studied) (Davis, 1996; Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Ohanian, 1992; Schifter & 

Fosnot, 1993). Nonetheless, it is valuable to discuss some similarities of the listening 

attitude that have been described by these researchers. These similarities are: (1) not 

controlling outcomes; (2) asking appropriate questions; and (3) having a common 

repertoire. The first similarity, not controlling outcomes is necessary when teachers 

listen to students, since a listening classroom would be “laying down a path in walking” 

(Varela et al., 1991, p. 237). The voice of the teacher should have the same value as the 

voices of students – “a teacher is not guiding a sight-seeing tour through a thoroughly 

mapped-out region, but is dwelling in, with, and through the complexity and ambiguity 

of emergent knowings” (Davis, 1996, p. 264). 

Ohanian (1992) describes an example of sharing responsibility for the lesson with 

students. In her trip around the US, Ohanian observed the lessons of a Grade 3 teacher. 

This teacher brought pumpkins to school and invited her students to suggest ways to 

use them. Students commented on size and weight many times, so the teacher 

developed a lesson plan for the next day about size, but “full of “ifs” and “mights” (p. 

73). The attitude of this teacher validates students’ ideas creating a caring environment 

in the classroom. In this teachers’ classroom, children would self-organize, and new 

activities would emerge, for example, from measuring pumpkins into measuring objects 

around the classroom. Ohanian (1992) points out that learning how to dig deeper into 

one activity is a significant sign that teachers are listening to students’ exploration and 

making the most out of their investigations. A teacher might also share control with the 

students by deconstructing this impression that a teacher is an all-knowing entity in the 

classroom. Seeing the teacher making mistakes and struggling to solve a problem might 

allow students to feel more at ease with their own difficulties (Kohn, 2011). 

Research has found that asking appropriate questions to elicit student thinking is 

essential to establish clear communication (Davis, 1996; Empson & Jacobs, 2008; 
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Suurtamm & Vézina, 2010). As an example of a listening orientation, Empson and 

Jacobs (2008) analyzed a sequence of interactions between a teacher and a student 

solving a problem. The authors point out that the teacher rephrases the problem using 

the student’s context. By using a familiar context, the teacher assures that the scenario of 

the problem is clearly understood by the student. Next, the teacher inquires on how the 

student reached his answer and proposes similar problems to confirm if the reasoning is 

accurate or if the student was lucky. This teacher did not plan the questions ahead of 

time. He allowed the child’s contributions to lead the questions on the spot. Empson 

and Jacobs (2008) remark that this teacher’s questions aim at creating clear 

communication and discussing important mathematical concepts. Additionally, Graves 

(2011) also discusses the importance of asking appropriate questions. Judith, the 

teacher, takes advantage of students’ comments to ask questions that will foster student 

understanding. For example, while discussing the solution suggested by a group of 

students, Judith proposes that they rewrite the problem to make the problem fit the 

solution offered by the students. 

 Finally, establishing a listening attitude in a classroom does not seem to happen 

overnight, students and teachers might need to become comfortable with new roles and 

dynamics of interaction. Davis (1996) reminds us of the importance of having a common 

repertoire in a listening community. Common repertoire is analogous to a common 

language, which allows actors in a context to comprehend one another. Davis (1996) 

describes a lesson guided by Tom Kieren in which students use fraction kits. The 

students had plenty of opportunities to play with paper-manipulating activities during 

a unit whose “emphasis was on presenting opportunities for students to develop a 

repertoire of ‘fraction-ing’ experiences from which various mathematical concepts could 

emerge” (Kieren, Davis & Mason, 1996, p. 15). The kits seem to have worked as 

common repertoire, allowing students to communicate their mathematical 

understandings through the concrete experiences with the fractions kits. 

 So far, this paper has described the nature of listening, classroom practices, and 

different frameworks to understand listening. Davis’s (1996) categories of listening 

(evaluative, interpretative, and hermeneutic) are the most common in the literature, but 

the framework (notice, interpret, and respond) of Jacobs and colleagues (2010) presents 

an alternative way to think about listening. Furthermore, there are similarities among 

the studies that describe an open and responsive way of listening. These similarities are: 

(1) not controlling procedures and outcomes; (2) asking thoughtful questions; (3) 

developing a common repertoire in the classroom. 
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Obstacles for Developing a Listening Orientation 

Establishing a listening orientation in the classroom is not an easy process due to 

obstacles related to school culture (Illich, 1970; Liston, 2000; Noddings, 2007) and to 

teachers’ views, habits, and assumptions (Crespo, 2000; Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Schifter 

& Fosnot, 1993). It is important to remember that school culture might influence 

teachers’ views and vice-versa. 

Numerous researchers have shown how certain aspects of schooling, such as 

large-scale assessment and the pressure to cover the curriculum, might reduce teachers’ 

opportunities to make mathematics teaching more progressive (Davis, 1996; Levin et al., 

2009; Mhlolo & Schafer, 2012; Noddings, 2007; Suurtamm, Lawson & Koch, 2008). 

Standardized testing has proven to be an obstacle for the establishment of a listening 

orientation as well as ineffective to indicate learning and school quality (Kohn, 2010; 

Noddings, 2007; Ohanian, 1992). Suurtamm and colleagues (2008) analyzed the Ontario 

Grade 9 standardized tests against the progressive curriculum of the province to 

comprehend how teachers keep their practice progressive within large-scale 

assessment. Although large-scale assessment in Ontario is aligned with many features 

of the curriculum, they have found that teachers seem to focus on practicing the content 

of the exam to the detriment of open-ended mathematical investigation. 

Disciplinary measures of control and authority, as well as the demand to cover 

the curriculum, might lead teachers to reduce the amount of opportunities for students 

to listen to one another (Brown & McNamara, 2011; Davis, 1996; Levin et al., 2009). 

Gallagher (2010) describes how surveillance plays a big part in schooling and how 

students are accustomed to being watched. Noddings (2007) gives an example from her 

own experience participating in a meeting with school principals in the US. One of the 

principals reported feeling proud to have achieved silent halls at the school enforced by 

teachers standing in front of the classrooms to remind students to be quiet. This 

anecdote shows how school leaders might consider control as part of a teacher’s role. In 

South Africa, Mhlolo and Schafer (2012) analyzed video recordings of four Grade 11 

teachers to observe if those teachers’ listening orientation was conducive and respectful 

of learners’ thinking. Their findings showed that all four teachers overlooked students’ 

contributions without interpreting students’ reasoning. The authors concluded that the 

teachers did not share control of the class and excluded students’ contributions. 

Levin and colleagues (2009) wanted to understand how novice teachers are 

shaped by the school culture in which they are immersed. They observed, interviewed, 

and collected assignments from two beginning high school science teachers who were 
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completing their master’s program and working as part-time teachers in a local school 

district. One of these teachers demonstrated a listening attitude to student reasoning, 

but had difficulties with class management and curricular objectives, whereas the other 

controlled the group well and covered the curriculum with few opportunities for 

students to share their thinking. Levin and colleagues (2009) have found that the school 

administration was only concerned with the performance of the first teacher and 

considered the second teacher to have adequate practices.  

Levin and colleagues (2009) used framing as a theoretical framework to 

determine how teachers and administrators understand the importance of listening to 

students. Framing is a theory about how an individual or group understands a 

phenomenon in a certain context (Levin et al., 2009). Administrators and the school 

might frame teaching as covering curricular objectives or fostering student thinking. 

Adopting framing as a theoretical framework enabled the authors to understand the 

teachers’ attitude not as personal traits of these teachers but as the understanding of 

what is relevant in a given context moulded by the context itself. Therefore, the authors 

conclude that novice teachers might be able to listen to students’ reasoning depending 

on how teaching is framed and encouraged by the school. 

The school culture itself also has a strong influence on teachers since it is 

common for teachers to incorporate school practices and habits, often in an unconscious 

way (Britzman, 2003; Brown & McNamara, 2011; Davis & Sumara, 1997; Rogoff, 2003). 

Evidence of this process of acquisition of habits is demonstrated in Davis and Sumara’s 

(1997) teaching experiment. They had semi-monthly sessions about enactivism and 

education with teachers and parents of a small inner-city school in Canada. Enactivism 

(Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1991) is a theoretical perspective based on the idea that 

individual and world co-emerge, hence, the learning processes take place in the doing 

of the lesson. At the sessions, some parents and teachers suggested that Davis and 

Sumara should teach a study unit with the class teacher according to the principles of 

enactivism. Davis co-taught an introduction to fractions to Grades 3-4 and Sumara co-

taught a language arts unit about a popular novel to Grades 5-6. The most interesting 

finding for the researchers is how the classroom teachers and the researchers influenced 

each other’s teaching practices. The researchers inadvertently adopted habits from the 

school context that they advised against, such as asking questions expecting a specific 

answer. At the same time, the school adopted some practices from enactivism, such as 

allowing more space for student thinking. Davis and Sumara (1997) conclude that 
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teachers’ practices are shaped not only by individual characteristics but also by the 

environment in which teachers are immersed.  

Some of the challenges for creating a listening attitude are related to teachers’ 

personal characteristics. Traditional views of education, habits, and assumptions, might 

have been engraved in teachers by years of mandatory schooling, hence, changing these 

habits requires great effort (Brown & McNamara, 2011; Suurtamm & Vézina, 2010). 

Schifter and Fosnot (1993) describe the processes that elementary teachers go through to 

transform their teaching practices from traditional to constructivist practice. Traditional 

teaching practices are based on the transmission model of education in which teachers 

explain, and students listen, whereas constructivist practices allow students to build 

their own knowledge through “meaningful problems designed to encourage and 

facilitate the constructive process” (p. 9). Schifter and Fosnot (1993) conducted a long 

intervention for professional development, in which teachers received six months of 

training and one year of weekly trainers’ visits to their classrooms. The teachers kept 

research journals and were interviewed throughout the process. During this process, 

the authors identified some challenges related to the teachers’ experiences. The first 

challenge is the recurring conviction that learning happens through a transmission 

model. For example, some teachers viewed the content from the professional 

development sessions as a set of rules to be followed. Not surprisingly, teachers 

reported feeling constrained by these sets of rules and could only transform their 

teaching practices after denying these rules. The second challenge is teachers’ lack of 

familiarity and confidence with their own mathematical knowledge (Schifter & Fosnot, 

1993). Some teachers might not feel comfortable with their own mathematical abilities. 

Hence, a feeling of being unprepared to support students’ exploration might set in. In 

the interviews conducted by Schifter and Fosnot (1993), they found that some teachers 

feel insecure about listening and eliciting students’ mathematical thinking because they 

fear not being able to understand students’ thinking. The third challenge is related to 

teachers’ assumptions about students’ reasoning. Some teachers misread their students’ 

difficulties as lack of interest or effort (D’Ambrosio, 1995). There is a tendency “to 

under- and to overestimate children’s mathematical understanding. On the one hand, 

[teachers] do not believe that their students can figure something out on their own…But 

on the other hand, they must come to appreciate that severe misunderstandings can lie 

behind correct answers” (Schifter & Fosnot, 1993, p. 31). 

 In summary, the obstacles manifest in two different groups: (1) obstacles 

stemming from the school environment and (2) obstacles related to teachers’ personal 
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characteristics. These two groups are intertwined since teachers may feel the need to 

adhere to discourses promoted by the school environment (Brown & McNamara, 2011) 

and teachers might also influence the school environment (Davis & Sumara, 1997). The 

challenges related to school environment are standardized testing (Kohn, 2011), control 

and curriculum (Davis, 1996; Levin et al., 2009), and the school environment itself 

(Davis & Sumara, 1997). As for teachers’ individual characteristics, the first obstacle is 

related to the habits and views acquired from long years of traditional schooling in a 

transmission model, the second is a lack of confidence with mathematical knowledge, 

and the third concerns teachers’ assumptions about students’ capabilities (Schifter & 

Fosnot, 1993). There is no description in the literature of how teachers who value a 

listening orientation perceive these so-called obstacles. Furthermore, most of the studies 

dealing with obstacles do not discuss the relations between school environment and 

teachers’ personal views. 

Circumstances for Developing a Listening Way-of-Being 

Researchers have investigated how to support the development of a listening 

disposition since teachers seem to face numerous challenges in developing a listening 

attitude. Listening to students’ thinking seems to rarely happen naturally. In fact, most 

studies show that it takes years of teaching practice and/or professional development 

for most teachers to learn how to listen effectively to students’ mathematical reasoning 

and to respond to students’ understandings (Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Jacobs, Lamb & 

Philipp, 2010; Sherin, Jacobs & Philipp, 2011). 

Jacobs and colleagues (2010) have measured the ability of teachers to notice, 

interpret, and respond to students’ mathematical thinking through a scenario 

methodology. In a scenario methodology, participants are presented with a situation. In 

this study, 131 teachers looked at written work or video recording of students solving 

math problems. Participants were asked to describe the reasoning of the students and to 

propose a follow-up activity to support student understanding. The authors’ goal was 

to test prospective and practicing teachers’ abilities to notice, interpret, and respond to 

student thinking. Teachers were separated into four different groups according to their 

years of teaching experience and professional development. Professional development 

included five full days per year of training focused on students’ thinking. The authors 

observed how participants’ years of experience and training related to their abilities to 

notice, interpret, and respond to student reasoning. Their findings demonstrate that 

teaching experience increased teachers’ ability to notice students’ thinking, but 
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responding seemed to emerge only after two years of professional development. Only 

one beginning teacher was able to notice, interpret, and respond to student thinking 

(Jacobs et al., 2010). This study makes a case for the importance of professional 

development in developing the ability to notice students’ reasoning. 

A number of studies have shown that professional development opportunities to 

reflect on one’s own mathematical reasoning and on children’s mathematical thinking 

may foster teacher disposition to listen and support student thinking (Davis, 1996; 

Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Shifter & Fosnot, 1993). Empson and Jacobs (2008) have drawn 

from a synthesis of research to create benchmarks for teacher educators who wish to 

support the development of a listening attitude. The authors highlight that listening to 

student reasoning is a complex task that cannot be reduced to a list of discrete steps. 

The three benchmarks described in the article are: (1) reviewing students’ written work, 

(2) watching video recordings of students’ reasoning, and (3) face-to-face interaction 

with students. Empson and Jacobs (2008) also point out that interacting with students 

allows teachers to listen to the full complexity of student reasoning. 

Suurtamm & Vezina, (2010) explored how to support teachers’ development of a 

listening orientation through a case study on a professional development initiative for 

francophone schools in Ontario. In the second year of the project, the authors conducted 

interviews, administered questionnaires, observed lessons, and collected training 

materials with Grade 4 and 5 teachers. Teachers participated in professional 

development meetings during the school year. The authors concluded that the 

professional development initiative made a great difference in teachers’ classroom 

strategies. One of these classroom strategies referred to the practice of asking for two 

different methods for solving the same mathematical problem. In this way, students 

used the algorithm as the first solution and were encouraged to reflect on the subject 

matter to develop a second more personalized solution. Teachers reported to observe 

some differences in their practices after the professional development period: (1) they 

felt more confident with mathematics, (2) they could listen and appreciate students’ 

thinking, (3) the support offered by trainers and other teachers generated the habit of 

teachers relying on one another. This study concludes that a listening attitude can be 

fostered by having a supportive group of teachers and colleagues. 

Teacher education courses are another means of offering opportunities for the 

development of a listening orientation. A number of researchers have pointed out that 

teacher education courses should focus more on student mathematical thinking 

(Crespo, 2000; Davis and Sumara, 1997; Towers, 1998). Putting this idea into practice, 
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Towers (1998) describes how she used video to attract the attention of pre-service 

teachers to students’ thinking in her own practice as a teacher educator. Moreover, she 

believes that reflecting on students’ mathematical thinking is more important than 

discussing all the mathematical topics that teachers might have to cover. Crespo (2000) 

also found a way to introduce student reasoning into university courses through a letter 

exchange experiment between pre-service teachers and elementary students in British 

Columbia. Pre-service teachers would propose math problems through letters and 

students would answer the letters with their solutions. She also found that teachers 

learn to appreciate the variety of possible solutions when they are presented with 

unfamiliar problems. Moreover, she posits that having time to reflect on the thinking of 

one or a group of students without the pressure and distraction of the fast paced 

environment of a classroom contributes to the development of teachers’ ability to listen 

to student mathematical thinking (Crespo, 2000). 

 Teachers can also develop a listening orientation through interacting with 

students in their own classrooms (Ohanian, 1992; Paley, 1986). For example, Paley 

(1986) developed a listening disposition through her own experience as a kindergarten 

teacher working with a teaching partner. She claims that the curiosity of her teaching 

partner enabled her to listen to students. Ohanian (1992) also describes how teachers 

might develop a listening orientation through their own teaching practices. Ohanian 

(1992) reports on lessons that she observed and Grade 3 teachers whom she interviewed 

across the United States of America over the course of one year. Her goal was to look 

for practices that reflected a constructivist approach to mathematics teaching. Ohanian 

(1992) describes how a teacher, Stone, had an epiphany while talking to a Grade 3 

student. The student used Stone’s intonation as a communicational cue to infer if a 

response was right or wrong. Stone realized how her teaching practices were 

encouraging that student to look for right and wrong answers in the interaction instead 

of reflecting on the subject matter. Sfard (2001) has also described the phenomenon that 

students use communicational cues as a strategy to find correct answers in her 

empirical studies. 

 According to the studies discussed in this section of the paper, listening to 

student mathematical thinking does not seem to happen early in the teaching practice. 

Literature presents cases of teachers who developed a listening orientation through 

fortuitous experiences with students or colleagues that led these teachers to have 

insights and change their teaching styles, such as the stories told by Ohanian (1992) and 

Paley (1986). Literature also presents accounts of how professional development might 
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contribute to developing a listening attitude. Reflecting on their own mathematical 

reasoning as well as students’ seems to foster teachers’ listening attitude in professional 

development courses (Empson & Jacobs, 2008; Jacobs et al., 2010). Furthermore, it is 

important to have a good support system with consultants and colleagues to provide 

conditions to adopt a listening orientation (Suurtamm & Vezina, 2010). In addition, 

teacher educators have tried different ways of exposing teachers to student reasoning in 

graduate courses, such as watching and discussing videos of students’ thinking 

(Towers, 1998) and exchanging letters with problems between children and pre-service 

teachers (Crespo, 2000). 

Conclusion 

 Listening as an attitude for mathematics teaching was approached by many 

authors as one of the key elements of progressive teaching. A significant part of the 

literature on listening is in the field of professional development with a progressive lens 

on mathematics teaching. The methodology of choice seems to be qualitative with the 

exception of Jacobs and colleagues (2010). Many of the qualitative studies employ 

interventions, case studies, or teaching experiments that show how teachers transform 

their practices, usually as a result of exposure to their own and students’ mathematical 

reasoning. Most of the studies discuss teachers’ learning processes and give some 

examples of how classroom practice is affected. Davis (1996) points out the importance 

of discussing how listening takes place in the context of classrooms. However, his 

discussion of listening in classrooms is limited to short vignettes that do not present a 

detailed picture of the listening orientation in the classroom. Many of the other studies 

also present snapshots of a small group or one student interacting with the teacher as 

illustrations of a listening disposition. Therefore, evidence of how teachers, who value a 

listening attitude, maintain this listening orientation in their everyday teaching practice 

is sparse. The classroom experiences of teachers who value listening to students’ 

opinions, feelings, and mathematical understandings could be further discussed in the 

literature. The complexity of real classrooms should be accounted for in research studies 

on teaching by listening. In addition, students’ perspectives are not present in any of the 

studies explored in this review. Consequently, there is no evidence that the effort of 

listening to students is being interpreted by students in the same way. As for pre- 

teachers, there is some evidence that teacher educators attempt to bring students’ 

mathematical reasoning into the university classroom. However, little is known about 

how these attempts resonate with teacher candidates since there are few qualitative 



Teaching by Listening                                                                                                                              54 
 

Graduate Student SYMPOSIUM, Selected Papers, Vol. 11 

 

studies on how pre-service teachers understand the importance of listening to student 

mathematical thinking, nor on the salience given to listening to students in teacher 

education courses. 

 While there are many studies on the obstacles to the development of a listening 

orientation, there is no description of how teachers who value a listening disposition 

perceive apparent obstacles. In particular, how these teachers perceive and cope with 

possible challenges to enacting a listening orientation. This information could be useful 

to provide possible solutions to other teachers. Most of the research on obstacles 

focused either on the school context or on teachers’ views, habits, and assumptions. 

These studies seem to have dealt with the obstacles in isolation from one another such 

as focusing on how teachers develop a listening orientation regardless of the classroom 

environment. It would be important to learn how teachers enact a listening attitude 

within the classroom and the school (Jacobs et al., 2010). 
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