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Why we use Constructivist Listening? 
 

There are many forms of dialogues between individuals. Among these are conversational, 
informative, and give – and – take discussions. Based on our assumptions about people, there is another 
form of communication that needs to occur – where people can construct understandings and deal with 
their feelings. This form, called constructivist listening, can take place in dyad, support group, or 
personal experience panel.  
 

It is necessary to create relationships safe enough so that colleagues can be listened to about 
their deepest feelings and a place where no one will be criticized or ridiculed for showing his or her 
feelings. To develop our own thinking, it is important that we have a place where we can find colleagues 
who can listen without judgment, while we explore these ideas.  
 
I agree to listen to and think about you for a fixed period of time in exchange for you doing the same for 
me. I keep in my mind that my listening is for your benefit, so I do not ask questions for my information.  
 
 
Structures and Support of Constructivist Listening  
 

- Dyads: The simplest structure is a dyad, which is the exchange of constructivist listening 
between two people.  
 

- Support Groups: A facilitator is responsible for seeing that the guidelines are followed and for 
asking questions when necessary. The leader often suggests a topic for the support group, but 
the choice of what to talk about is up to the talker. Support groups are useful in building a sense 
of community, helping people learn how to listen, and providing safety to begin to look at an 
issue that will be worked on more in a dyad.  

 
- Personal Experience Panels: A small number (3-5) of people have a limited amount of time (4-6 

minutes) to share their experiences related to a topic (for example, gender bias, leadership, 
teaching in diverse classrooms) with a larger group of people.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Guidelines for Constructivist Listening Structures: 
 

• Each person is given equal time to talk. Everyone deserves attention 
• The listener(s) does not interpret, paraphrase, analyze, give advice, or break in with personal 

story. People are capable of solving their own problems. 
• Confidentiality is maintained. (The listener does not talk about what the talker said to anyone 

else or bring it up to the talker afterwards.) A person needs to be assured of confidentiality in 
order to be authentic. Also one’s feelings at any moment are not representative of one’s rational 
thinking (or perhaps even of one’s feelings) five minutes later.  

• The talker(s) do not criticize or complain about the listener(s) or about mutual colleagues during 
their time to talk. A person cannot listen well when he/she is feeling attacked or defensive. 
Problems are to be addressed in a different structure, based on dialogue.  
 

 
Underlying Assumptions for Constructivist Listening:  
 

n Everyone deserves attention 
n People are capable of solving their own problems. 
n One’s feelings at any moment are not representative of one’s rational thinking five minutes later. 
n Constructivist Listening works best when the listener is not feeling attacked or criticized.  

 


