
TEACHING AND LEARNING THE CONSULTATION (TALC)

Are you really listening? 
Lessons from the first day of school
By Dr. Anne Thomas

“So, two of your classmates were badly behaved, 
your teacher cancelled playtime, you didn’t get to 
play football and you’re disappointed...”

“No Mummy, it was four people being naughty and I 
am not disappointed, I am very sad!!”

My 10 year old relishes the opportunity to correct my 
understanding. He has told me an extended tale of his first 
day back to school, told in breathless detail, encompassing 
class characters, dramatic re-enactions and a finale 
involving a lot of hand waving. 

Ten years olds take no prisoners. “Are you listening 
Mummy?” he asks when I glaze over during the rambling 
account of the misdemeanours of his classmates. He wants 
to know that he has my attention. He expects that I will 
remember what he has said, that I will understand the 
context and interpret what it all means to him. When that is 
done, he hopes that I can evaluate it all and respond.

Sometimes I do listen to his satisfaction, but my response 
today is deemed inadequate. My feedback described the 
facts, and attempted to describe his feelings, but seemingly 
inaccurately. All such stories need a proper response.  
My son will not be placated by generic remarks, such as, 
“sounds fun” or “oh dear”.  After all, he has unburdened his 
day in response to a question I asked, and he is expecting 
more. Without some reflections on how he really feels, we 
are both left a little unsatisfied. Like any child, he loves 
the chance to set me straight: “not disappointed, I am 
very sad!”  

His drawn-out reply to the simple, open question: “how was 
your day?” is a scenario familiar in many circumstances, 
whether at home or at work. An open question leads to a 
story which unfolds, with many characters,  an incoherent 
timeline, and feelings which are as important as the facts. 
The intricacies of my son’s story were hard to follow, with 
distractions from passing traffic and greetings from other 
families. My own internal narrative left over from work (“did 
I send that referral?”) meant perhaps I really was only half 
listening.

Reflecting on stories told in the consulting room, the 
parallels are easy to draw. Consultation skills transcend 
professional life and the wonderful thing about improving 
and developing those skills is that you get to practice them 
anywhere and everywhere, even in the playground.

The benefits of attentive listening and the skills involved 
the listening process are outlined in talc module 3.   
Listening is much more than being silent; it encompasses 
hearing, remembering, understanding, evaluating and 
only then responding. Skilled listening allows a patient 
to tell their whole story. This has benefits for patient and 
clinicians, improving satisfaction and enhancing efficiency 
and accuracy. A summary of the narrative then provides a 
‘receipt’ to a patient, allowing for corrections and helping 
further build rapport. This means the speaker knows the 
listener has really ‘heard’ what was said. Such a summary 
can also provide a launching point to the next part of the 
consultation (see talc 4-1 why are effective summarising 
skills the engine of the consultation?).

Fortunately, the first day back at school response could be 
salvaged. I continued with a summarising interpretation, 
which took us into the next part of our journey. 

“So, sounds like you’ve not had the best day and that’s got 
you down. Shall we think of something to cheer you up...?’

Now we are both on the same page. He nods slowly and a 
satisfied little hand slips into mine. “To the park then...?” 
I offer. 
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