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Teaching Tactics 
Describe a successful assignment, exercise, or teaching tactic 

that could be replicated by other instructors. 
 
 
 
TITLE:  The Miracle:  Reflective and Responsive Listening  
 
Christine Sanders 
 
 
The context:  Prior to community service, a student needs to develop their ability to see for the 
sake of the “other” which involves affirming the humanity and the worth of the “other” and 
acknowledging the human person before them.  Americans are good at seeing as interpreters, 
which involves thinking, planning and learning.  Seeing a problem and solving it.  Seeing for the 
sake of the other is more challenging for students.  It involves a non-anxious presence, and the 
courage to fully show up for the “other”.  This permits the student not only to bear witness to the 
suffering, pain, and grief of the “other”, but also to the “other’s” action as human agents, to 
triumphs, and ingenuity.  The first step to gaining this sight is through learning how to be 
responsive and reflective listeners of “others” rather than reactive listeners.  My fear is that 
through school community service programs the institution is fostering the notion that an 
“outsider”, the privileged in the case of the curriculum I am developing, even with good 
intentions, is creating more harm by not acknowledging the agency of the marginalized 
community and their ability to solve issues within their community.  The student will become 
better advocates and alleys to marginalized populations if they first learn to properly observe 
and listen to marginalized people’s journeys.     

The pedagogical purpose: The pedagogical purpose of this activity is to change the lived 
experience of the student, transferring the student into the lives of “others” through critical 
reflection on what they have seen and heard during community service.  Critical reflection as 
listeners deconstructs one’s “constructed conciseness” through questioning “taken for granted 
assumptions”.  Once critical reflection is done, students can truly become change agents and no 
longer identify as the expert coming to solve problems.  The ideal outcome is for a student after 
their community service to say to the population they worked with, “I see you.  I see the person 
before me.  I have listened and heard your words.  I will bear witness to what I have seen and 
what I have heard as I move forward in my life.”   

Description of the strategy:  

The teacher tells students that tonight a miracle will happen, and they will wake up 
tomorrow and have a perfect life.  What would that life look like?  What will have changed?  
Have the students write a short description of their lives reimagined after this miracle occurs.  
Have students turn in their assignment.  That afternoon the teacher should read over the 
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narratives and pair students with another student where there is potential for active dialogue 
between two differing ideologies.   

The next day pair students together, having one student tell their miracle story while the 
other is an active listener. To begin, have the listener say to the story teller, “I see you”, pause 
for 10 to 20 seconds, have the listener say, “I will hear you”.   After the story teller has told their 
story, instruct the listener to make a statement to the story teller echoing or paraphrasing what 
the story teller has said. (Example, I heard you say that you would like _____.) It is important for 
the listener to make a statement rather than ask a question.  Pressing people with questions to 
explain themselves and their meanings seems to distant them from what they are experiencing, 
even questioning and analyzing their own reality.  Allow the story teller to respond to the 
statement by either expanding, confirming or correcting the listener to what the story teller is 
saying.  Once the story teller has made clarifications, have the listener NOT echo or paraphrase 
what the story teller has said, but venture to say would be the story tellers next statement, trying 
to move to the next thought that the story teller would have in the listener’s opinion. (Example, 
you would like that change in your life because ______.) Reflective, responsive listening is a 
way of checking your guess rather than assuming you already understand.   Allow the story 
teller to expand, confirm and/or correct the listener’s account of what they think the story tellers 
next idea is. Have the listener echo or paraphrase what the story teller has said after they have 
confirmed and/or corrected the listener. This fully gives the story back to the teller.  Then have 
the listener say to the story teller, “I see you”, pause for 10 to 20 seconds, then have the listener 
say, “I have heard you, and I am a witness to your story”.  Next, have students change their 
roles repeating the exercise.   

Why it is effective:  

The Miracle exercise is effective because it makes the listener first, not make 
assumptions of what the story teller is trying to say, but rather makes the listener be attentive to 
what the story teller is saying and simply echo or paraphrase words back to the story teller.  At 
this phase of the exercise the listener is not trying to make connections between their worlds but 
affirms what the story teller is saying.  In the second statement, the listener is trying to relate or 
make a connection to the story teller but will learn that their assumptions may be invalid or 
incomplete in their expanded account.  The listener then must give affirmation to the words that 
the story teller has said, making those words valid, and identifying their own words as 
misconceptions.  The final statement given by the listener to the story teller confirms once again 
that this is the story teller’s story and not the listener’s and should not be dismissed.  Therefore, 
acknowledging that the story should not try to be owned by the listener.  It is uniquely the story 
tellers.   

Although secondary but not lesser, the lesson which the story teller is developing is self-
agency, which is inherent to every human being when given adequate tools.  Once a student 
has given a name to their goal, it is easier to establish a way to achieve it or it reaffirms the 
actions they are already taking to achieve it. Having the student’s narrative truly heard opens 
the story teller’s imagination to something different than what they may have previously 



 William Miller and Stephen Rollnick, Motivational Interviewing: Helping People Change (New York: The Guilford Press, 
2013), Kindle ed.  
Maggie Schauer, Frank Neuner, and Thomas Elbert, Narrative Exposure Therapy: A Short-Term Treatment for Traumatic 
Stress Disorders (Cambridge: Hogrefe, 2011), Kindle ed.   
I have made major modifications and have simplified the information from both sources.  This activity is in no way intended to 
be therapeutic to the student, and it would be unethical to utilize it as such.  I saw an area of concern, and after much research 
was not readably able to locate material under educational sources to develop an activity to help students learn reflective and 
responsive listening in the time I was permitted.   

 

conceived as unattainable.  Affirmation from the listener has empowered the story teller in 
moving forward as an agent in their own lives and being more available to offer the same to 
“others”.    

 

 

 

 

 


