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'Izzy, Did You Ask a Good Question Today?'
JAN. 19, 1988

About the Archive
This is a digitized version of an article from The Times’s print archive, before the start of online
publication in 1996. To preserve these articles as they originally appeared, The Times does not alter,
edit or update them.

Occasionally the digitization process introduces transcription errors or other problems. Please send
reports of such problems to archive_feedback@nytimes.com.

To the Editor:
Isidor I. Rabi, the Nobel laureate in physics who died Jan. 11, was once asked,

''Why did you become a scientist, rather than a doctor or lawyer or businessman,
like the other immigrant kids in your neighborhood?''

His answer has served as an inspiration for me as an educator, as a credo for
my son during his schooling and should be framed on the walls of all the
pedagogues, power brokers and politicians who purport to run our society.

The question was posed to Dr. Rabi by his friend and mine, Arthur Sackler,
himself a multitalented genius, who, sadly, also passed away recently. Dr. Rabi's
answer, as reported by Dr. Sackler, was profound: ''My mother made me a scientist
without ever intending it. Every other Jewish mother in Brooklyn would ask her
child after school: 'So? Did you learn anything today?' But not my mother. She
always asked me a different question. 'Izzy,' she would say, 'did you ask a good
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question today?' That difference - asking good questions -made me become a
scientist!''

This world of ''Ready, Fire, Aim'' would be a far better place if all the world's
leaders, starting in particular with our President, hearkened to this wisdom. It's
time to stop giving answers before we understand the questions. DONALD SHEFF
New York, Jan. 12, 1988
Subscribe and see the full article in TimesMachine
New York Times subscribers* enjoy full access to TimesMachine—view over 150 years of
New York Times journalism, as it originally appeared.

*Does not include Crossword-only or Cooking-only subscribers.

A version of this letter appears in print on January 19, 1988, on Page A00026 of the National edition with the
headline: 'Izzy, Did You Ask a Good Question Today?'.

© 2019 The New York Times Company
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For	much	more	on	Dr.	Gottman’s	skills	for	Active	Listening,	read	his	highly	acclaimed	book:	The	
Relationship	Cure:	A	5	Step	Guide	to	Strengthening	Your	Marriage,	Family,	and	Friendships.	

	

Whether	or	not	you	consider	yourself	to	already	be	a	skilled	active	listener,	tune	in	to	the	
tips	below.	Though	they	seem	very	easy	to	implement	in	theory,	in	reality	they	are	almost	
impossible	to	implement	simultaneously.	We	don’t	expect	you	to.	However,	making	an	
effort	to	keep	them	in	mind	is	of	tantamount	importance	in	a	Digital	Age	whose	distractions	
make	it	far	too	easy	to	lose	touch.	Regardless	of	your	current	level	of	proficiency	in	active	
listening,	being	conscious	of	your	role	in	conversations	in	the	context	of	the	following	skills	
can	turn	your	relationships	around:	

Focus	on	being	interested,	not	interesting.	This	seems	to	be	a	very	common	piece	of	
wisdom,	probably	because	so	many	people	have	found	it	so	useful.	According	to	Dr.	
Gottman,	Dale	Carnegie’s	advice	in	his	1937	classic,	How	to	Win	Friends	and	Influence	
People	was	on	point:	“You	can	make	more	friends	in	two	months	by	becoming	genuinely	
interested	in	other	people	than	you	can	in	two	years	by	trying	to	get	other	people	
interested	in	you.”	So	often	we	get	caught	up	in	what	we	are	saying	and	forget	to	listen	to	
others.	When	we	give	our	friends,	lovers,	relatives,	and	coworkers	our	time	and	attention	
by	listening	to	their	detailed	thoughts	and	feelings,	we	make	them	feel	valued	and	
appreciated.	Isn’t	that	what	we	all	want?	Apply	this	advice	to	your	life	liberally	and	try	not	
to	be	stunned	by	the	difference	it	makes.	

Start	by	asking	questions.	Not	too	specific	(one-word	answers	don’t	open	up	a	
conversation!)	and	not	too	open-ended	(“How’s	it	going”	often	receives	a	formulaic,	
insincere,	or	meaningless	response	such	as	“Great,”	which	clearly	doesn’t	reflect	what	the	
person	is	thinking).	Try:	“What	stressors	are	you	currently	facing	at	work?”	or	“How	do	you	
think	we	should	celebrate	the	cat’s	birthday	this	year?”	

Ask	questions	about	people’s	goals	and	visions	of	the	future.	They	will	probably	have	
something	interesting	to	say.	It	is	likely	that	they	will	appreciate	you	for	asking	and	you	
will	appreciate	them	for	their	answer.	

Look	for	commonalities.	Here	are	Dr.	Gottman’s	words	on	the	subject:	“People	are	
attracted	to	those	with	whom	they	have	things	in	common,	so	make	it	a	point	to	let	others	
know	when	you	share	similar	views	or	backgrounds.	At	the	same	time,	don’t	try	to	make	
yourself	the	focus	of	conversation.	Say	enough	to	establish	common	ground	and	empathize,	
but	always	remember	to	share	the	floor.”	

Tune	in	with	all	your	attention.	Really	listening	can	be	really	hard,	especially	if	you	have	
a	tendency	to	spend	the	time	the	other	person	is	talking	carefully	planning	out	the	next	
thing	you	are	going	to	say	(If	you	have	this	tendency,	you	are	not	alone).	While	it	is	natural	
to	be	distracted	by	the	thoughts	flying	through	your	head,	to	really	participate	in	a	
conversation	means	to	intentionally	abandon	the	urge	to	engage	in	two	parallel	
monologues.	What	can	you	do	to	get	out	of	the	habit?	Try	to	follow	the	other	person’s	train	
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of	thought	–	travel	with	them	as	it	moves	through	the	landscape	of	their	mind.	As	your	
travels	arrive	at	points	that	stimulate	your	natural	curiosity,	show	sincere	interest	in	a	way	
that	feels	genuine.	Ask	questions	when	you	reach	intriguing	junctures!	

Respond	with	an	occasional	brief	nod	or	sound.	A	verbal	cue	such	as	“mm-hmm”	or	
“yeah”	lets	the	speaker	know	that	you’re	paying	attention	and	are	interested	in	what	they	
are	saying.	

From	time	to	time,	paraphrase	what	the	speaker	says.	This	serves	two	purposes:	First,	
it	lets	the	speaker	know	that	you’re	tuned	in.	Second,	it	gives	you	the	opportunity	to	clarify	
what	they’ve	said.	Paraphrasing	when	you	ask	a	question	is	often	a	good	idea,	and	can	look	
like	this:	“You	said	that	you	were	looking	into	renovating	Sarah’s	old	dollhouse	to	fit	in	a	
rec	room	for	the	cat.	Why	do	you	think	this	is	a	good	idea?”	

Maintain	the	right	amount	of	eye	contact.	Too	little	eye	contact	can	communicate	
disinterest,	nervousness,	or	lack	of	confidence,	while	too	much	(staring)	can	communicate	
intrusiveness	or	hostility.	Allow	the	speaker	to	meet	your	eye,	don’t	be	afraid	to	look	at	
each	other,	and	keep	in	mind	that	holding	eye	contact	for	more	than	a	few	seconds	with	a	
smile	can	be	construed	as	flirtation.	Many	books	have	been	written	about	this.	To	learn	
much	more	about	verbal	and	nonverbal	emotional	communication,	check	out	Dr.	Gottman’s	
books!	

Let	go	of	your	own	agenda.	Instead	of	trying	to	direct	the	flow	of	conversation,	giving	
advice,	trying	to	solve	the	speaker’s	problems	(or	feeling	overwhelmed	and	unintentionally	
minimizing	or	denying	negative	feelings	they	communicate),	just	be	there.	If	the	
conversation	turns	to	intense	emotional	issues	and	we	want	to	help,	many	of	us	jump	into	
the	role	of	rescuer	–	but	the	truth	is	that	individuals	are	best	helped	by	being	given	the	
room	to	speak	their	feelings	and	discover	the	answers	to	their	questions	and	solutions	to	
their	problems	themselves.	The	greatest	gift	you	can	give	to	a	friend	or	lover	or	family	
member	struggling	with	difficult	life	problems	is	not	your	opinion	but	your	warm	presence	
and	a	listening	ear.	The	best	thing	you	can	do	is	to	convey	the	following	message:	“I	
understand	how	you’re	feeling	right	now.”	In	Dr.	Gottman’s	words,	“Although	we	can’t	
eliminate	all	the	pain	life	presents	our	friends	and	loved	ones,	we	can	offer	one	another	
immeasurable	support	in	difficult	times	simply	by	listening	in	authentic,	empathetic	ways.”	
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