
 

OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO AN OPEN HEART 

“My teaching philosophy was born from my own negative experience. When I was in school I was treated as if I were 

not intelligent, as if I were less than. The islands in the sea of public education were the teachers who cared—who 

shared not only emotion but authentic belief in my ability. Those teachers who made a difference, saw and believed I 

was intelligent, and then matched that belief with their behavior." 

—Principal, Colorado High School 

 

OVERVIEW 

School staff build their capacity to create relationship-centered classrooms by discussing with each other what 

opens and closes their hearts in the classroom. The session closes with participants making their own plan for 

cultivating an open heart. 

PLANNING FOR IT 

WHEN YOU MIGHT USE THIS PRACTICE  

• After school staff has some experience with Focused Listening in Dyads and community building 

• To help school staff build relationship-centered classrooms: 

o At a day-long teacher induction program 

o In a faculty meeting or professional development session  

o In January, at the beginning of the new semester 

TIME REQUIRED 

• ≤ 1 hour 

LEVEL 

• Adult 

MATERIALS 

• Timer 

• Chime 

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/PWI-Focused-Listening-in-Dyads.pdf


• Copies of handout on Overcoming Obstacles to an Open Heart 

LEARNING OBJECTIVE 

School staff will: 

• Learn a new practice for respectful listening and speaking 

• Engage in a practice for equity—where each person has equal time to speak and listen 

• Develop awareness about their own internal state and how that impacts teaching and learning 

• Share tools with others around working with their emotional states—supporting their skills to self-

manage and make conscious choices 

ADDITIONAL SUPPORTS 

• Making Classrooms and Schools Trauma-Informed and Healing-Centered 

SEL COMPETENCIES 

• Self-awareness 

• Self-management 

• Relationship skills 

 

HOW TO DO IT  

REFLECTION BEFORE THE PRACTICE 

Take a moment to think of a teacher who you felt really cared about you in school. What did they do or say that 

led you to believe they cared about you? Write down a few of the insights that come up for you. 

INSTRUCTIONS 

When cultivating an open heart, it is essential to understand what tends to get in the way of our capacity to 

express care for our students and others. To do this, it can be helpful to ask ourselves on an ongoing basis, “When 

is my heart open in the classroom?” and “When is it closed? And why? What are the triggers?”  

This simple inquiry can help us understand more about our own internal state and how this impacts our capacity 

to feel empathy and compassion and create connections and positive relationships. It can also help us develop 

greater awareness about our worldview and biases as they relate to our students. 

PART A: FOCUSED LISTENING IN DYADS: OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO AN OPEN 

HEART (15-20 MINUTES) 

Participants take turns in pairs listening and speaking on overcoming obstacles to an open heart.  

In the next 15-20 minutes you will:  

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/PWI-Overcoming-Obstacles-to-an-Open-Heart.pdf
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/trauma-trauma-informed-and-resiliency-informed-schools/


• Introduce the practice, guidelines, and speaking prompt 

• Engage in the dyad activity  

• Debrief the dyad practice 

  

Focused listening dyad instructions: 

• Let the group know that you will be doing a focused speaking and listening activity in pairs. Each partner 

will have three minutes to speak and three minutes to listen on a particular theme.  

• Count the total number of people in the group and divide that number in two. For example, if you have 

20 people, count off 1 to 10 and then start again. Each person should then find their matching numbered 

partner. If there is an odd number of people, then you can participate in a dyad while keeping time, 

though this is not optimal. 

• Tell participants that this listening and speaking practice is structured in a very particular way to give 

equal and uninterrupted time to each person. This practice is not better or worse than any other kind of 

communication style, but instead offers a new experience of speaking and listening. 

• Share the guidelines for the dyad listed in the section below (aloud and/or on a slide). 

• Ask participants to decide which person is ready to speak first. Ask that person to raise their hand so you 

can see when the group is ready. 

• Tell participants that they will have three minutes to speak on the speaking prompt, and that you will ring 

a chime to let them know when the three minutes are up. 

• Give the speaking prompt listed below to the group. 

• Ring a bell or chime or give a hand signal for Partner 1 to begin speaking. Partner 2 listens without 

questions or interruptions. 

• When three minutes are up, ring the chime again and tell pairs to switch speakers, so that Partner 2 will 

now speak on the same prompt. Be sure to tell Partner 2 to NOT respond to what they just heard from 

Partner 1.   

• Partner 1 now listens without questions or interruptions. 

• Ring the chime at the end of three minutes to complete the dyad and reconvene the group. 

Focused Speaking and Listening Guidelines: 

• Each person is given equal time to talk. 

• The listener does not speak – to interpret, paraphrase, analyze, give advice, or break in with a personal 

story. 

• Confidentiality is maintained. 

• The speaker is not to use the time in the dyad to criticize or complain about the listener or mutual 

acquaintances. 

• Silence is honored: if the speaker finishes with their sharing before the three minutes are up, the pair 

honors the silence until the end of the time. 

Note: The dyad partners can experiment with eye contact, finding what is most comfortable for each person. (The 

debrief at the end of the practice can be an opportunity to share that different cultures feel differently about eye 

contact.) 

Speaking prompt: 



• What tends to open your heart in the classroom? What tends to close your heart in the classroom? 

 

Briefly debrief the Focused Listening practice: 

• Ask for a few people to share a response to each of the following questions (ask the questions one at a 

time) : 

o What was it like to be the listener? (take 3-4 replies) 

o What was it like to be the speaker? (take 3-4 replies) 

** Note: It is helpful to validate the different experiences people have with this practice. For example, one person 

may feel very uncomfortable with simply listening/speaking without interruptions for three minutes, while others 

may feel relieved. Ask people to share different kinds of experiences. For example, if one person shares that it 

feels unnatural not to comment during someone’s sharing, ask if anyone else had a different experience.  

Let them know that this is a practice designed to help us grow our communication skills and to recognize where 

our growth edges are. Are we more comfortable listening or speaking? What is difficult for us and why? Explain 

that often in a group, dominant speakers get more air time, even though all group members have important 

ideas. This equity practice allows each person to have their time and voice valued. 

PART B: DIALOGUE IN GROUPS OF FOUR - OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO AN  OPEN 

HEART (10 MINUTES) 

Groups of four take turns sharing ways they open a closed heart. 

Group dialogue instructions: 

• Ask each dyad pair to find another pair and form a group of four.  

• Tell groups that they have five minutes total for each person in the group to share their thoughts with 

other group members.  

• Let groups know that it is important for them to be aware of each person’s airtime and to give every 

person a chance to speak once before anyone speaks twice.  

• Alert the groups when two minutes are left so they can monitor their time. 

Speaking prompt for the group: 

• Please give some examples and strategies for how you open your heart again once it has closed? 

Briefly debrief the group dialogue:  

• After the five minutes, take a brief comment from a few groups. 

PART C: SILENT WRITTEN REFLECTION - OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO AN OPEN 

HEART (5 MINUTES)  

Individuals complete a written reflection. 

Tell the group:  



• Take the next three minutes to write silently on your notepad.  

• Write down the two or three activities that you will try in the next week to Overcome Obstacles to an Open 

Heart. 

PART D: CLOSURE—DISTRIBUTE HANDOUT ON OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO AN 

OPEN HEART (3 MINUTES)  

• Thank everyone for their engagement and creativity. 

• Distribute the handout at the end of the session for additional support. 

• You may wish to follow up in another session with a discussion of this handout and see what people have 

noticed about themselves since you last met. 

REFLECTION AFTER THE PRACTICE  

How did people respond to this practice? Were they comfortable with the listening and speaking exercise, or did 

anyone express some discomfort? Did you notice a shift in the dynamics of the group after doing this practice? If 

so, how would you describe this shift? What might you change for next time? 

THE RESEARCH BEHIND THE PRACTICE 

EVIDENCE THAT IT WORKS 

Studies have found that for students from pre-K to 12, positive student-teacher relationships increase 

engagement, motivation, prosocial—kind and helpful—behavior, and academic achievement. Indeed, when 

teachers show kindness—in other words, keep an open heart in the classroom—students show increased empathy 

and prosocial behavior. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER?  

When educators “cultivate an open heart,” their capacity to express warmth, compassion, care, authenticity, and, 

at times, vulnerability with students and colleagues increases. They are also motivated to intentionally foster 

meaningful connections with and among students, and to create culturally responsive classrooms where all 

students feel welcome and included.  

This, in turn, creates a learning environment in which students feel safe to open their hearts and minds to learning 

and growth.   

SOURCE 

This is a practice from PassageWorks Institute courses and workshops. (eg. Creating Engaged Classrooms, and 

SEL and Equity). You can also read more about this practice in The Five Dimensions of Engaged Teaching: A 

Practical Guide for Educators by Laura Weaver and Mark Wilding (Solution Tree 2013). 

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/PWI-Overcoming-Obstacles-to-an-Open-Heart.pdf
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2011-26274-003
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Kathryn_Perry/publication/233175139_Learner-Centered_According_to_Children/links/57f42e3808ae8da3ce538455/Learner-Centered-According-to-Children.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10409280802581284
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ782445
http://the-eye.eu/public/Books/Medical/texts/Handbook%20of%20Positive%20Psychology%20in%20Schools%20-%20R.%20Gilman%2C%20et.%20al.%2C%20%28Routledge%2C%202009%29%20WW.pdf#page=138
http://passageworks.org/
http://engagedteaching.org/
http://engagedteaching.org/
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