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ORIGINAL TEACHING IDEAS—UNIT

Free Listening: Identifying and evaluating listening barriers
through empathic listening
Cris J. Tietsort , Kyle A. Hanners, Sarah J. Tracy and Elissa A. Adame

The Hugh Downs School of Human Communication, Arizona State University, Tempe, USA

Courses: Introduction to Human Communication, Interpersonal
Communication, Relational Communication, Intercultural
Communication, special topics courses related to listening and
conversation.
Objectives: The learning objectives for this unit-long activity are for
students to (1) practice active, empathic listening with others; (2)
identify barriers to effective listening in their own life; and (3) evaluate
the impact of these barriers on their communication with others.
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Introduction and rationale

The college students who walk into our classrooms today come from the most socially
and mentally challenged cohort in U.S. history, with rising levels of loneliness, anxiety,
stress, and depression (Polack, 2018). These challenges are not only social but represent
physical risks as well; loneliness has recently been identified as one of the most significant
health risks for those in developed countries (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018; Holt-Lunstad
et al., 2015). While these issues are complex, many have cited college students’ changing
communication habits as one major contributor. College students spend less time in face-
to-face communication contexts compared to previous generations, often preferring the
control and planning associated with text messaging (Turkle, 2016), and at other times
avoid face-to-face communication altogether (Tracy, 2019).

Communication is uniquely positioned to engage these issues by advocating for an
increase in embodied conversation (Tracy, 2019) and assisting students in developing
their communicative abilities. In line with research on expertise development (Dreyfus
& Dreyfus, 2005), this requires moving beyond conceptual knowledge and crafting activi-
ties where students practice skills in real time with others. Real-time practice serves not
only to complicate and nuance conceptual knowledge, but also to uncover students’mis-
conceptions and assumptions related to their own abilities.

Toward that end, we outline Free Listening (Urban Confessional, 2020) as a struc-
tured, experiential activity that helps students develop listening and conversation skills.
Free Listening structures a way of listening with others—active, empathic engagement,
and listening more than talking—that contrasts with students’ everyday lived experi-
ence. Consequently, this uncovers problematic listening habits and reveals students
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assumptions about their communicative abilities. When partnered with reflective
assignments and in-class discussion, this pedagogical activity will cultivate student
awareness of their own problematic listening behaviors and allow them to understand
the conversational and relational impact of those behaviors. Additionally,
our experience shows that many students also come away with greater empathy and
compassion for diverse perspectives, and often speak of the importance of connecting
conversationally with others. We believe this practice has great potential in a wide
variety of university courses in order to help students improve their listening skills
and develop confidence.

The activity

Free Listening

Free Listening refers to a movement started by activist-artist Benjamin Mathes in Los
Angeles, USA, who believes that listening to others (hereafter, passers-by) can have a pro-
found impact on their lives, as well as on the lives of those who participate as listeners
(hereafter, free listeners). As a pedagogical activity, Free Listening structures a form of
active, empathic listening in the community where listeners focus on making another
feel heard. Practically, to be a free listener, one only needs to write “Free Listening” on
a piece of cardboard for use as a sign, review the four keys to listening from the
partner guide (reviewed below), and be available in a public place to listen to passers-
by who may approach (Figure 1).

Free Listening outlines four “keys to listening” to engage the practice (Urban Confes-
sional, 2020):

Figure 1. Benjamin Mathes, founder of Free Listening, showing participation in Free Listening.
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. Imbalanced Conversation—Otherwise known as the “80/20” rule, this focuses free lis-
teners on listening for 80% of the time and only speaking 20% of the time to ask ques-
tions, clarify, and move the conversation forward.

. Empathic Agreement—Rather than sharing opinions or disagreeing, empathic agree-
ment is about empathically seeking to understand another’s point of view.

. No Barriers—Focusing on being present and attentive, and removing any potential
barriers to verbal or nonverbal communication (such as earbuds, phones out, sun-
glasses, or other distractions).

. Respect the Silence—Rather than filling moments of awkward silence, letting these
linger, as they may lead to deeper and more meaningful disclosure.

Free Listening, then, is a form of mindful listening (Burleson, 2011) that focuses on
coming to an understanding of others (Bodie & Crick, 2014). Conceptually, this most
closely resembles active empathic listening (Bodie, 2011), and the activity partners well
with curriculum related to active listening, empathy and perspective taking, and mind-
fulness. However, this activity does not require a conceptual understanding of the follow-
ing topics before their engagement. In line with experiential and transformative learning,
the heart of the activity is the self-discovery students have when engaging others within
the confines of the Free Listening guidelines.

We were initially drawn to Free Listening because it resonated as an ethic of com-
munication. In a time of increasing polarization and social disconnection, embodied lis-
tening resonates as an ethically important activity within the communication discipline.
However, it was practicing Free Listening with students that led us to discover its use as a
pedagogical practice. The structure of Free Listening, focused on empathic agreement
and listening more than speaking, almost universally surprised students. This revealed
that the experience stood in marked contrast to their everyday way of engaging others,
which served to expose and problematize the limiting nature of their typical behaviors
and habits. In this way, Free Listening accomplishes our key learning objectives while
also advocating for a broader communication ethic focused on listening, empathy, and
connection with others.

Preparation and practice of Free Listening

First, we encourage instructors to try Free Listening themselves so that they can person-
ally experience and understand it, both as a structured communicative experience and as
a practice of listening in the community. We believe this will allow a deeper understand-
ing of the practice as you introduce it and answer questions, but your personal partici-
pation may also help generate buy-in from skeptical students.

The heart of this activity lies in students’ empathic engagement with others through
Free Listening, but we find it is useful to allot 30–45 minutes to introduce the activity
and prepare. First, instructors may valuably contextualize the activity by discussing
recent evidence of students’ rising levels of loneliness, stress, and anxiety (cf. Cacioppo
& Cacioppo, 2018; Polack, 2018) and the role of communication in our connection to
others (cf. Tracy, 2019; Turkle, 2016). Additionally, we explain the pedagogical
purpose of the activity by emphasizing the importance of real-time communication
with others in skill development.
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Second, we encourage showing the 12-minute “How to do Free Listening” instruc-
tional video to introduce the practice (https://urbanconfessional.org/join). This video
provides context for Free Listening as a movement, reviews the four guidelines, and
walks through some best practices. After the video, instructors may distribute the
Urban Confessional Partner Guide (hardcopy of video content) and allow a few
minutes to address questions and concerns. We find that students’ questions typically
center around logistics (e.g. where will I stand, what do I do if no one approaches,
how will I handle someone who overshares), as well as basic clarification on the four
guidelines. As a final note, it is important to address questions to reduce uncertainty,
but it is okay if students still have some questions about how the practice will unfold.
In our experience, students must practice Free Listening to have greater context to
clarify the guidelines, and the initial ambiguity often leads to greater discovery and
self-reflexivity.

Finally, students make their “Free Listening” signs to use. As overviewed in the video,
this is easily achieved by writing “Free Listening” with a sharpie on a piece of cardboard
or printer paper so that students can signal their availability to others. Then, if time
allows, we encourage instructors to go out as a full class to practice for the first time.

A few other tips are worth noting. We have found that this activity works best if stu-
dents practice Free Listening outside of class for roughly one hour per week for four to six
weeks or longer, especially given that the first few sessions are met with some uncertainty.
We also encourage instructors to create groups of three to five students, and seek high
foot-traffic areas on campus. Students can space out a bit and listen to passers-by indi-
vidually, but going as a group fosters support and community in the process. Lastly,
we believe it is vital to discuss how students will handle any tricky situations, such as
feeling uncomfortable with a passer-by or inappropriate disclosure. While the Free Lis-
tening video overviews these situations well, we re-emphasize that security is a priority,
and students should safeguard themselves by: (1) remaining within proximity to one’s
group and being able to contact campus security, (2) reserving the right to excuse
oneself from uncomfortable interactions, and (3) referring conversational partners to
campus services for professional help. There is always a risk in public interaction. So,
both instructors and students should prepare accordingly.

Debriefing

The experience of Free Listening is itself invaluable toward student learning because of
the insights and reflection generated from its practice. However, this value is enhanced
and aligned with the learning objectives through a combination of in-person and
written reflection.

We encourage instructors to have students keep a journal of their experience. After
each Free Listening session, ask students to “simply reflect on your thoughts and feelings
of the experience as well as any insights or surprises triggered through Free Listening.”
We find that this simple prompt enables students to engage the phenomenological
aspect of the experience (i.e. “I felt vulnerable standing out there”), rather than simply
describing what happened (i.e. “I talked with Joe today and he shared…”).

These journals are usefully supplemented with brief in-class discussion. Students are
often eager to share but need guidance to connect their experience back to the learning
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objectives (identifying barriers to listening and understanding its impact). Similar to
journals, instructors can frame the discussion around what students are experiencing
related to the core objectives, with questions such as: “What surprised you about this
experience?,” “What has been most challenging to you?,” “What are you learning
about your listening habits?,” and “How have these conversations unfolded differently
than other day-to-day conversations.”

Early on, students start to notice how difficult it is to listen, and they identify their own
problematic listening behaviors (i.e. daydreaming, interrupting, etc.). Instructors can
help students think about how these listening behaviors may influence and shape their
communication with others. As the semester progresses, students will start to make con-
nections between their new listening behaviors (i.e. not interrupting) and its conversa-
tional impact (i.e. the person disclosed more personal information that led to a deeper
conversation).

At the end of the activity, we use an academic reflection (typically in the form of a syn-
thesis paper or presentation) to help students make final connections related to learning
objectives and as our primary summative assessment. Building on their journals and class
discussion, instructors can encourage students to synthesize central aspects of their
experience: what they learned about their listening habits, which barriers emerged in
their listening, and the impact those barriers have on their ability to communicate and
connect with others effectively. Additionally, we ask students to make explicit connec-
tions to course content (e.g. listening, perception, communication accommodation,
etc.), which can be flexible depending on your course needs.

As a final note, we recognize that Free Listening could also be adapted to accommo-
date other outcomes as well. For example, one might partner Free Listening with a quali-
tative methods course and have students reflect on interviewing practice, or with an
intercultural course and ask that students reflect on the strength of stereotypes and
first impressions.

Appraisal

Students universally report that they enjoy and would recommend this practice, despite
their initial trepidation and uncertainty (Tietsort & Hanners, 2019). More importantly, in
line with our learning objectives, students become more self-aware of their problematic
listening and communication behaviors, and how these habits negatively impact their
ability to connect with others. Often, students came to understand an inflated assessment
of their own communication, such as one student who described that the activity trig-
gered her to realize she was “more of an advice giver” than a good listener (Tietsort &
Hanners, 2019).

Additionally, we have found that Free Listening often pushes students beyond the
specific learning objectives. Free Listening inevitably exposes students to a wide variety
of other people on campus that they may not have interacted with, and also challenges
them to engage them with more curiosity and questions. As a consequence, students reg-
ularly describe being surprised by the stories of others, which often served to disrupt
negative stereotypes. Students discuss becoming more empathetic, open-minded, and
aware of the people they are surrounded by each day. Furthermore, many students
described new confidence and reduced communication apprehension.
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Challenges

Several challenges should be noted with regard to this activity. First, Free Listening asks
students to listen to others in public, which may be anxiety producing. Instructors should
consider how to navigate initial concerns, though we have found that even students with
significant communication anxiety quickly became comfortable with the practice.
Second, Free Listening does not offer control over the type of people students will
encounter on campus, such as students who disclose personal or sensitive information.
As such, we encourage instructors to make students aware of campus resources related
to counseling and student support, and briefly overview how students may refer
passers-by to those resources. Finally, Free Listening offers some challenges related to tra-
ditional assessment. As noted above, the experiential and transformative potential of this
activity means that learning is less linear and predictable, and students may progress at
different speeds. Ultimately, we think this is a minor concern. We have found that stu-
dents consistently uncover key listening barriers and effectively understand the impact
those have on their conversations.
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