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How-to Strategies for Positive Political Discourse & Debate

Practicing Active Listening HANDOUT

A true way to tune in to what someone is saying is 
by practicing active listening. This is a structured form 
of listening and responding where the listener must 
take care to fully engage and then repeat back what was 
said, according to the Conflict Research Consortium at 
the University of Colorado.

Here are some ways to be an empathetic, active 
listener…

Focus Fully. Put other distractions, from your 
phone to other people, aside so the person speaking 
knows that you’re “all ears.” Try not to let your eyes or 
attention wander elsewhere.

Be in the Moment. Rather than developing your 
response while someone is still speaking, be in the 
moment with your attention and time. You’ll likely miss 
something if you’re more worried about what you’re 
going to say next.

Paraphrase. Put what your conversation partner said to you in terms like “It sounds 
like…” or “If I understand you right…” to show that you’re paying attention and truly 
understanding what they’re saying.

Ask Questions. Instead of jumping to conclusions, ask clarifying questions like, 
“When you say ____, do you mean ___?”

Steer Clear of Judgment. You’re not there to argue, you’re there to listen. So, work 
to understand the speaker’s perspective, whether you agree with it or not. And don’t 
interrupt with your own rebuttals, biases or judgments. 

Express Empathy. When someone puts negative 
emotions out there, validate them with empathy rather 
than thinking about how you’d react or if their feelings 
are justified. By saying something like “I can sense that 
you’re feeling frustrated,” you exhibit empathy.

Use Engaged Body Language. Let the individual speaking know you’re really 
listening with a nod of the head, an open posture and engaged eye contact.

Limit Advice. Not everyone is seeking advice. Sometimes people just need to process 
things to figure out their own answers. Be careful not to jump right into advice-giving.

Sources: Greater Good in Action, https://bit.ly/39cMH6O; Taft College Tutor Training; Conflict Research Consortium 
at the University of Colorado; “Active Listening: The Art of Empathetic Conversation,” Positive Psychology Program

Some tools for active 
listening and empathy can be 
found at: https://bit.ly/39cMH6O.

“How our words are 
understood doesn’t depend 
just on how we express 
our ideas. It also depends 
on how someone receives 
what we’re saying. I think 
the most important part 
about communicating is the 
listening we do beforehand. 
When we can truly respect 
what someone brings to 
what we’re offering, it 
makes the communication 
all the more meaningful.”

– Fred Rogers


