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e Humanity 
e impact 
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Jane wrote a proposal and won the funds. 

  

THE BETTER 
CONVERSATIONS BELIEFS 

A dialogue or conversation among individuals . . . must 
be based on mutual respect, equality, a willingness to 

listen and to risk one’s prejudices and opinions. 

—Bernstein (1983, pp. 219-220) 

It is amazing how often we move to positions of power 

when we are not consciously aware of the need to stay 

in good communication with others. 

—Marilyn Allen, Coordinator of 

Student Services, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 

Je is an assistant principal in a small rural school 

district in Northern Alberta, Canada. Before she became 

an administrator, Jane wanted to learn about instructional 

coaching, and after searching online, she discovered the 

coaching conferences we offer in Lawrence, Kansas. She 

couldn’t afford to pay for the traveling costs to come to 
Kansas, and her district couldn’t afford to send her, so Jane 
looked for other ways to get funding. After doing some 
research, she discovered a grant that would fund her trip if 
she could demonstrate that she was an outstanding teacher.
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1 Place eae for my school’s standardized test 

come “t y on my shoulders. For 90 minutes he 
cies meet my competence, professionalism, and 

mostly he just treated me with disdain 

In October 2011, Jane came to Kansas and attended 

every workshop we offered. She spent two and a half weeks 

learning about coaching, video and learning, high-impact 

g coaches. She ended her visit by 

instruction, and coachin 

attending our annual Teaching, Learning, and Coaching 

conference. Jane was a model participant, bright, enthusias- 

tic, and. constantly trying to learn as much as she could. 

J expected Jane to be tired out after all the sessions she 

o and half weeks. But she 
berated, but a 

, s she wrote on her . 
reflection form, “M , “My sur- 

attended, six days a week for tw 

left on the last day of our conference more enthusiastic than 
prise and anger gave way to t 

, 4 

: ” 

O 
1 

. 

ever. She couldn’t wait to 80 back to her school and put 
ct More than a year after that convenation and disbe- 

told me, sh i tert 
ation, Jane recentl rye | 

e still vividly remembers that day. ¥ fle ee - 

what she had learned into practice. Jane is a hi : ghly motivated, smart, and emotionally intel- materials, practicing 

Th ‘ Lay 
ship nena didn’t know about the lack of leader- 

bart it jan ool, and he apparently didn’t want to hear 

. e tried to remain in control while she w as 

fter she returned home, and she the activities, and 

   

              

   
   

              

Jane stayed in contact a 

asked me to Skype into her school to talk about instruction. 

Ordinarily I would resist doing this because [hate sitting in 

a room listening to somebody talk on Skype, and I assume 

others feel the same. However, I couldn't resist Jane’s persis- 

tent request. She was a determined, optimistic educational 

leader, and soon she was promoted to assistant principal. 

Unfortunately, the principal of Jane’s school was not as 

and J met at a conference 

motivated a leader as Jane. He 
ght him with her, and he 

ligent professional. She is ex gent ; actly the kind of person 

noo needs. ore has stayed where she is because she vanes 

operienced an " S and the staff, but the conversation she 

experi ade it difficult for her to feel enthusiasti ek usiastic 

Whe Cann uC saw jane recently at another conference in 

rane “8 we s ‘ early frustrated and disappointed by the 

xo suPP she felt. Jane worked overtime to move h 

rward, but the supervisor’s tongue-lashing had 

changing entrenched 

responses | have 

slowed down, learned 

to listen, and become 

keenly aware of choices 

i have in 

communicating with 

those | come in contact 

This has become a very 

empowering series of 

skills, 

clearly depleted so 
. me of her energy. H 

visor tr . ey. How could the - 

snyone th eu 2 bright professional so poorly? How could pepsin (ia! 

nk that such a damagi ; 
nN 

» 

actual lly make things better? ging conversation would 

here are at | east two reasons 

ane’s 
people act the 

: chavior (and the acted: Either they are unaware of thon 

that peo (en there is plenty of evidence from our study 

varttioe e are often unaware of how they act during c 

from a ns), tb they consciously or unconsciously work 

Fn of beliefs that lead them to act in such deh 

ire aree oer people act without even pausin to 

al eet they peliewe about how they interact with 

; . . 

‘ rtunately, wh 4 is 

Controlling Toxic Emotions, as part 
about their beliefs, they an peop don’t think carefully 

cation study. On her reflection form, 
far too many unsuccessful co emselves engaging in 

. 

, nversations 

conversation: 

a 
: 

Lve ne memory of her time with her supervisor, lik 

memories of a conversation, could be colored be 

I believed that I was “invited” to have a learning 
any number of perceptual e ’ 

conversation to assist me to apply for principal 
assess the accuracy of h “dese, I wasn t there, and I can’t 

positions, put I discovered the supervisor had a dif- 
things hold true. First the escrpten. Nevertheless, two 

ferent agenda. His purpose for inviting me was to Jane and therefore did ne ee stt the oe not motivate 

it the children in Jane’s 

    

    

   

      

   

      

   

       

    

    

   

     

    

      

  

   

  

I gave in Canada, when Jane brou 
owever, he soon made it 

was a friendly, easy-going man. H 

clear he hadn’t signed up to be an instructional leader and 

would be retiring Soon. He was willing to let Jane do her 

“coaching thing,” but his goal was to get through his last 

le. Jane told me the 

19 months with as little stress as possib 

school’s staff was at sea Over the lack of leadership, and 

consequently, any growth that occurred happened 
sporadi- 

cally. There was no coherence, no vision, no follow-through, 

and sadly, no growth. 

In the summer after he 

new principal was put in p 

Jane to meet with him for a conve 

sation Jane described when sh 

t principal retired and before a 

lace, a district supervisor asked 

rsation. This is the convet- 

e practiced Habit 8, - 

of our global communi- 

Jane described the 

  

    

       

     

    
     

       



  

   

          

   

    

   

    

   

  

   

    

          

   

            

   

    

  

   

   

    

    
    

  

   
    

    
    

    

   

    

  

   

          

  

        

  

    

   

24 «BETTER CONVERSATIONS 

The Better | 

Conversations 

Beliefs 

4. {see conversation 

partners as 

equals. 

> {want to hear 

what others 

have to Say. 

3. | believe people 

should have a lot 

of autonomy. 

4. \ don’t judge 

others. 

5. Conversation 

should be back 

and forth. 

6. Conversation 

should be life- 

school. Second, it is not unc 

conversations where they 

talked with her supervisor.’ 

versations. One encouraging finding in our 

cation study is that most peo 

habits that improved their conv 

Deb Bidulka, for examp 

to being a better ¢ 

in my personal an 

ommon for people to experience 

feel the way Jane felt when she 

o many destructive con- 

global communi- 

ple were able to learn new 

ersations. Instructional coach 

le, wrote, “I believe Iam on my way 

ations 

We do not need to experience S 

ommunicator. [am entering convers 

d work life conscious of the strategies, and 

Lam being more authentic in all conversations.” 
dentify what 

One way to improve conversations is to i 

lieve about how we interact with oth- 

we really want to be 

ers. We are not slaves to our beliefs. We get to choose them, 

but to do so, we must surface our current beliefs and then 

consider what alternative beliefs might better describe who 

we are and who we want to be. Each of the Better 

Conversations Beliefs is described below so that you can 

consider what you believe today and what you would like 

to believe in the future. 

Belief 1: | See Conversation 

Partners as Equals : 

The conversation Jane experienced with her supervisor is 

an extreme example. More frequently, the inequality 

inherent in top-down conversations is more subtly 

d to the 

expressed. A young principal deeply committe 

children in her school and keen to lead the school in the 

right direction might find herself in top-down conversa” 

tions because she thinks that is the way she is supposed to 

interact. For example, she might observe a lesson, identify 

what she thought went well, identify three things the 

teacher should work on, and then try to convince the 

teacher to “buy in” to her suggestions. To her, that seems 

like what a principal should do. Unfortunately, that kind 

of top-down conversation is often unsuccessful. 

_ 
1A 2007 Zogby survey of US. adults found that 37% of the nearly 8,000 

ersations similar to the one Jane 

respondents experienced bullying conv   giving. 

= —_—— 
experienced (results are reported in Sutton, 2010, p. 4). 
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Mi a. . 
iller and Rollnick identify six kinds of “advocacy responses” | 

(what | call top- p-down approaches icati 
engender resistance. to communication) that can 

1. Argui change change. The counselor directly takes up the 

ide of ambivalence on a parti i icu 

to persuade the client to make the change srissue nase 

2. Assumi Assuming the Expert Role. The counselor structures the 

mers ton in a way that communicates the counselor 

nswers.” This includes the question-answer trap 

of asking many clo sed-ende i 

the client. d questions as well as lecturing 

3. Criticizi . 
crn shaming, or Blaming. The counselor’s underlying 

0 be to shock or jar the client / intent nt into changi 

instilling negative emotions about the status quo (p so ° 

4. Labeli 
label oiianrodietn che proposes acceptance of a specific 

sis to characterize or explai 

behavior. The focus i explain the client's 
cus is on what the client “is” or “ IS 

np 

than on what he or she does (p. 50) orshast rather 

5. Beingi nauees th Hurry. Sometimes a perceived shortness of time 

led Ee counselor to believe that clear, forceful tactics are 
order to get through. From hi i 

working wi . From his experience in 

naradox eee Monty Roberts (1997) has observed the 

oe take al if you act like you only have a few minutes” it 

‘a vou have all accomplish a change, whereas “if you act 

all day,” it may take only af j 
counseling, this most oft y afew minutes. In 

HIN, en takes t i 

your client’s readiness. ne form of getting ahead of 

  
6. Claimi i i ‘ aiming Preeminence. Finally, resistance is invoked when 

claims preeminence—that the counselor’ ‘ | elor’s 

caamtonee perpectives override those of the client. The 

sential form is a paternalistic “ . ‘ istic “I-know- -IS- Focyou annroath(p cok ow-what-is-best-   
  

In Helping: Edgar i inies to Offer, Give, and Receive Help (2009) 

np en T researcher most famous for his semi- 

Hon ea ying culture, explains that when people posi- 
inadvertent ve as superior, as the principal above has 

_ ores one, they create an unequal relationship 

jena communication and professional learnin 

g to Schein, people only feel conversations have 

been successful h : 
they deserve: when they are given the status they think 
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cares deeply about her 

ap 
when she tells tea 

and explain why her ideas w 

already tried 

tions often has nothing to 

with their perception that they are no 

they deserve. Miller a 

studying therapeutic 

way a therapist approaches a cli 

barrier to change. In 

  

When a conversation has not been equitable we 

ded. That usually means that 
sometimes feel offen 

laimed for ourselves has not 

the value we have c 

been acknowledged, or that the other person of per- 

sons did not realize who we were or how important 

our communication 
was. (p. 30) 

had good intentions, and she likely 

staff, but there isa good chance her 

proach would engender resistance. She might find that 

chers what they should do, they “resist” 

on’t work or that they’ve 

those ideas and they didn’t succeed. 

st ideas in top-down conversa 

do with the ideas: It has to do 

t getting the status 

nd Rollnick, who have spent decades 

relationships, have found that the 

ent can become a major 

their classic work, Motivational 

for Change (2002), the authors 

The new principal 

The reason people resi 

Interviewing: Preparing People 

write that 

the way in which one communicates can make it 

more or less likely that a person will change . - - 

Counsel in a direct, confrontational manner, and 

client resistance goes Up- Counsel ina reflective, sup- 

portive manner, and resistance goes down while 

change increases. (pp. 8-9) 

Most people living in democracies, without giving the 

idea much thought, would quickly say that they believe all 

people are equal. Democratic political systems are founded 

on the basic belief that everyone deserves to be treated 

equally. In most democratic countries, equality means that 

everyone should have equal access to schools, the opportu- 

nity to vote, certain human rights, and so forth. In a democ- 

racy, also have the equal opportunity to pursue my own 

personal and career goals and make my own mistakes. At 

its core, to believe everyone is equal is to believe everyone 

counts the same. 

People say th 

often, especially when they find 

al, but 

f ey believe that everyone is equ 

themselves in positions ©    
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ow . . 
pow cf tren actions show otherwise. Robert Sutton, in Good 

010 oss: ow to Be the Best... and Learn from the Worst 

ee cam arizes many studies Dacher Keltner con- 

nen g at the influence of power. Keltner’s studi 
g. He reports, = 

Wh i exper researchers give people power in scientific 
, 'y are more likely to touch others i 

potentiay inappropriate ways, to flirt in a more 
eure enon ie interrupt others, to speak out of 

turn, il to look at others when th 

ing, and to tease friends Soo in hostile to te and colleagues i i 

and humiliating fashion. (pp. 290-201) = in hostile 

“The . 
. , 

Keine ee strong evidence, Sutton writes, 
summarizin 

tive jerks esearchy rat power turns people into insensi 

" are obliviou ‘ , 
actions” (p. 221). s to subordinates’ needs and 

An al i 
vetwatin eeaank to the top-down conversation is a con- 

equal to e eh ed in equality. When I believe others are 

In a bettor e S ould never see myself as superior to them 

ersation, I intentional 
‘ , , y look to se . 

versation partner’s strengths—and I communi . my Con 

way that I know them. 
icate in some 

I have 

coaches ve wateted many hours of video of instructional 

in equali racting with teachers. The coaches who believe 

in equality constantly communicate that they see their col- 

ity positi & eachers as equals. Coaches who embrace equal 

They . en their collaborating teachers as decision makers, 

make eye esi cainer than across from their teachers, 

act, listen, and . 7 

teachers’ expertise. draw out their collaborating 

Ric P, : . 
Topeka ma was an instructional coach for many years in 

Coaching (2007), ane in an interview for my book Instructional 

away fr ), Ric told me that he wants people to walk 

that their conversations feeling valued. “I let them kno 
their eg Pes matter,” Ric told me, “and I draw ow 

whois now!edge and expertise. They see me as someone 

is comms oming in as one of them, instead of somebod who 

L a to impart all this knowledge.” ywae 

nn 
: ° 

Katy, Texas Sch Schuster, an instructional coach in the 

Uniistak , chool District, told me when I was writin 

able Impact (2011) that she takes a “servitu - 

2]
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| 

he people we are serv- 2012-13 school year by the Pearson Foundation, h | 

ttitude.” We have to “care about t e P Pp know-it-all | reports that just 46% feel students have a voice in What people really need 

a g,” Lynn told me. “We can’t go in like the ihe hope decision making at their school and just 52% believe is a good listening to, 
ing, : to harness 

have to find a way expert. Coaches 
” that teachers are willing to learn from students —Marylou Casey, 

d make it work for both teachers and students. (Quaglia Institute for Student Aspirations [QISA], Be reel 
an Rollnick (2002, p. 52) 

2013)...less than half [of the surveyed students] 

(45%) say they are valued members of their school 

Belief 2: | Want to Hear | community. (p. 2) 

What Others Have to ay What Quaglia and Corso (2014) found with respect to 

i rt facilitator for Prairie students is also true for adults—they want to be heard, and 

Deb Bidulka is a learning teen Saskatchewan, Canada. too often they are not, especially, as it turns out, if they are 

Spirit School Division in Sas atoo sadly when Deb experi- teachers. Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman reviewed 
mmunication s fi 

} For our global co . Mee” ; athy, she found surveys of over a million employees and 90-minute inter- 

mented with Habit 2, Listening Wie it imeiude da student views of over 80,000 managers to identify characteristics of 

herself teaching a high school oe “phot temper.” On her a strong workplace. In First Break All the Rules: What the 

whom she had been warned had a ntlows: World’s Greatest Managers Do Differently (1999), the research- 
reflection form, Deb tells her story as ers synthesized their findings into 12 questions, with the 

- idea that employees who answer yes to all 12 questions are 
t had a hot tem 1 ploy: y' q 

I had been forewarned this oe lane I was teach- more likely to be engaged and motivated. The seventh 

! Student voice is when a per, and he did. He disrup + of his issues, asked question on the list was, “At work, do my opinions seem to 

| student expresses 20 ing. To try and get to i alle with me at the end of count?” Employees who are engaged by their work report 
a ee by the student to cond that he. would be defensive and that they believe that what they have to say is important to 

something is done class. I ee ht want to lash out. | was angry too, their organizations. . 

—Sixth-grade angry, and. m. e let anger rule the conversation the Researcher Shane Lopez, the author of Making Hope 
male student, but I knew if d e ante Happen: Create the Future You Want for Yourself and Others 

Sie ne problem Hat the conversation by telling the stu- (2013), works with the Gallup Organization where 
orso +P. I started oO 

ted to know what needed to happen SO Buckingham and Coffman worked when their book was 

dent ee ccess in the class. This worked written. Shane also lives in my hometown, Lawrence, 

he could OS eet was taken aback. | focused on Kansas, and we met for lunch two years ago to discuss a 

well - ve ‘in vather than blaming the student or keynote presentation Shane was going to give at our 

solute : eee t he was doing wrong. He ended up Teaching, Learning, and Coaching conference. 

focusing Oo eal t ersonal information that helped us Sitting in 715 Mass—a noisy, bustling restaurant in 

shariné a eith 2 solution together. He ended up downtown Lawrence—I asked Shane about his most recent 

being oe successful in my class. research. Shane told me that he was about to release a study 

_ -< reinforced he had done with Pretty Sidhu that looked at which catego- 

Deb’s experiences illustrate a ine Oe os findings “es of employees answered yes to the question, “At work, 

aglia and Michael J. o- oO my opinions seem to count?” 
by Russe’ ae 8 ice: The Instrument of Change Ce Shane leaned in to tell me the results. “We looked at over 

stadent voice matters a great deal. Quaglia and Corso Wii's: | 150,000 surveys. We looked at a wide range of employees, 

managers, physicians, nurses, K-12 teachers, construction 

workers, service workers, and more. Guess who came in last 

on the list? Teachers. Teachers felt their opinions counted 

  
      

ity i ooms 

student voice is not yet a reality in most classr 

and schools. The national My Voice eae he 

istered to 56,877 students in Grades 6- 

  

       

    



  

   

  

   

   

    

    

              

   
   

  

   

    

   

                

   

  

   

   

  

   
   

  

   

      

   

  

   

    

      

              

    

BETTER CONVERSATIONS 

workers and service workers. Teach
ers 

less than construction
 

nw 

were at the bottom of the list. 

Lopez’s finding suggests that it is especially important 

we listen to educators since so many report their opinions 

are not heard. Stephen Covey’s (1989) phrase “seek first to 

derstood” describes a simple way we 
understand, then be un 

can encourage people to do just that. We can enter into con- 

versations by asking questions and making sure we under- 

stand what others are saying before we give our opinions. By 

g aside our own opinions, we can really 
temporarily settin 

hear what others have to say and powerfully demonstrate 

that we respect others’ perspectives. When we listen with 

empathy to others’ ideas, thoughts, and concerns, we com> 

municate that others’ lives are important and meaningful. 

When I want to hear what others have to say, I should 

be fully present in conversations. I may be someone’s boss 

or teacher, but I shouldn’t confuse structural power with 

real power. Indeed, if I think I am a better, more valuable, 

more worthy person than others, I won’t be engaging in a 

better conversation. 

Belief 3: People Should 

Have a Lot of Autonomy 

Recently, I had a meeting with a 

coaches and administrators from a 

United States. The people at the meetin: 

excitement they felt about coac 

difference in children’s lives and share 

fears as they looked forward to a new sch 

experienced coach spoke for the group whi 

about her most pressing concerns. 

“Our principal has alrea 

orities for next year,” she sal 

pushback (from the teachers). I’m not sure how t 

them if they refuse to do what they are told.” 

The truth is, of course, that the teachers in the scho 

just like everyone else—none of us | 

— 
2When this book was written, these results Ww 

http://www. gallup.co
m/ poll/163745 /newer-t

eacher 

work.aspx. 

group of instructional 

large district in ‘the 

g talked about the 

hing’s potential to make a 

d their hopes and 

ool year. One 

en she talked 

dy told the staff our three pri- 

d. “And already we're getting 

o coach 

ol are 

ikes to be told what to   
ere available online at 

s-likely-engaged- 
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do. . . 
ewer ving and Richard Ryan have dedicated their 

ng motivation, and one of their major fi . , or find- 

olen xs ne people are rarely motivated by other opie’ 
or them. As Deci writes in Why We D o Wh 

Understanding Self-Motivation (1995), , umes 

control is an easy answer. It... sounds t i 
feels reassuring to people who believe thine have 
gone awry .. . however, it has become increasing] 
clear that the approach simply does not work the 
widespread reliance on rewards and punishme 's 
° Jnotvate responsiouity has failed to yield the 

ired results. Indeed, mountin i 

gests that these so-called solutions ee ee 

principle of rigid authority, are exacerbating rather 
than ameliorating the problems. (pp. 1-2) 

Lead i ers may feel a reassuring sense of control when 

they come up wi in i a Oy net Pt with a plan, explain it, and expect others to wirenyouredita 
comely a plement it. However, a plan means little if it See aU ee 

i plemented, and when professi i peepee isnt P onals have no voice mest 
plan and are told what to do, th i Gears 

motivated to embrace the pl down directives night cata, motivated 0 embrace e plan. Top-down directives might SP UVSi seu Rag tie 

of a solution, but Deci and Ryan’s work ceo rele Lah 
are talking with, and 

suggests such directi ‘ 

hearted compliance and wr only, at best, lead to half- read yourself It’s th 

ment needed £ won t inspire the kind of commit- last part that reall * 

An alt oo real, meaningful change. 
separates the : 

ognizin Naaive to the top-down model is to start by rec- successful people in 

g that people, especially professionals, need to have ‘eerie 
—Ben Collins, 

some autonomy t i i some auitoney y to be motivated. Deci writes that “to be Assist istant Principal, 

Des Plaines, Illinois 

means to act in accord with one’s self—it means 

eeling free and volitional in one’s actions. When 

they are doin people are fully willing to do what 
mney are one and they embrace the activity with a 

sense crest and commitment. Their actions 

rae fe rom their true sense of self, so they are 
pn 6 me entic. In contrast, to be controlled means 

people me one is pressured. When controlled, 

ope ae wit out a sense of personal endorsement. 

thee avior is not an expression of the self, for 
elf has been subjugated to the controls. (p. 2)
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Respecting others’ needs for autonomy is both ° Practical 

and a good thing to do. It is practical because people an 

be motivated to change or embrace what we have 
an SE ne 

they have real choices. The surest way to ensure at so “one 

doesn’t do something, whether they 
are 6 or 66 years ma 

to tell them they have to do it. In Timothy Gallwey’s 

(2001), “When you insist, they will resist. 

Respecting others’ needs for autonomy is also a good 

thing to do simply because trying to control others is dehu- 

manizing. As Freire (1970) says, “freedom ... 1S me inc 

pensable condition for the quest for me 

completion . . -without freedom [we] cannot oxi aun nee 

cally” (p. 31). Similarly, Peter Block (1993) ome ase ne 

rimacy of choice: “Saying no is the fundamenta y me 

have of differentiating ourselves. To take away my ne “ 

say no is to claim sovereignty over me... lf we oe nay noe 

then saying yes has no meaning (pp. 30-31). a bly 

those we communicate with as equal partners, we n ane 

see them as autonomous people who should ma ‘ e 

choices. Partners don’t tell their partners what to ° om 

When we recognize other people’s need for auton * ve 

it changes the way we communicate. Since we rene me 

that others will make their own decisions about w nw 

share, we offer ideas provisionally, leaving room 0 
. . on 

partners to come to their own conclusions, rather thi 

i i t to do. 
hoosing to simply tell others wha 7 

° Acmnomny) is as important for young people as it 1s for 
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should be Don. He has a résumé with more than 35 pages 

of publications, was chosen by the president to sit on the 
Presidential Advisory Committee on Literacy, and was 

chosen by the Council for Exceptional Children as one of 
the ten most influential people in special education in the 
20th century. 

By any standard, Don is an incredibly successful and 

powerful professional. However, the reality is that when- 

ever I talk with Don, and I have talked with him hundreds 

of times over the past two decades, he makes me feel like I 

am doing him a favor to have the conversation. Don listens, 

encourages, and asks great questions. What characterizes 

each of my conversations with Don is that I feel safe to say 
whatever is on my mind. Don never makes me feel like he 
is negatively judging me. In fact, I feel just the opposite— 
more than anything else, I feel Don communicates that he 

sees me as a valuable person. 

Don’s nonjudgmental way of interacting informs the 
way he communicates in all settings. When he leads a 

meeting, gives a presentation, has a conversation about a 

university employee’s evaluation, or corrects an employee 

when he is out of line, Don always begins by making it 
clear that he doesn’t judge others negatively. Don is a 
scholar, a powerful teacher, and tremendously influential, 

but his greatest legacy is likely how he makes people feel 
when they interact with him. They feel that he genuinely 
wants to hear what they have to say, that he doesn’t see 

himself as any better than them, that he sees their value as 
adults. As Jim Fay and David Funk have written in Teaching 

    

   

  

    

       
    

   
   

    

     

5), eople. They feel that way because it is true. He does. 
\ Wise teachers know the «= Taki 1 of the Classroom (1995), We Pp 

: Taking Control of ; . 
more small choices With Love and Logic neg Sol over our lives and when we feel People love to talk with Don because his nonjudgmen- 
they provide, the fewer all want to have som: 1 Goht to the end to get it tal way of communicating helps them feel safe and valued. 
big problems they have are losing that control we will fight to Don izes. 1 beli that iud t dest i 

we izing the importance of control, Fay and recognizes, I believe, that judgment destroys equality 
—jim Fay and back” (p. 69). Recognizing, four key principles and creates unsafe environments for conversations. If I 
th reed Funk identify shared control as one of the four key p 

(2001) judge you as having done something well or poorly, by 
doing that very act I put myself one-up and put you one- 

down. Michael Fullan has written about the importance of 

taking a nonjudgmental stance in many books, including 

The Six Secrets of Change (2008): 

of their love and logic approach. They wiite, “when we ew 

kids to have some control over their own learning, they © 

amaze even the most experienced teacher (p. 212).   Nonjudgmentalism is a secret of change because it is 
so very heavily nuanced. You have to hold a strong 
moral position without succumbing to moral supe- 
riority as your sole change strategy. As [William] 

Belief 4: | Don't Judge Others 

elong friend Don 
i i i d lif 

My mentor, dissertation advisor, an 

Deshler perfectly embodies equality in the way he interact’ 

with people. If anyone has a right to feel a bit superior, 
     

       



              

| 

  

    

  

   
   

   
   

  

   

  

    

      

       
   

   
   

   
   

  

       
   

   

    
    

       
   

   

   

    

      

  

34 BETTER CONVERSATIONS 

it’s not our differences 

that divide us It’s our 

judgments about each 

other that do. 

— Margaret Wheatley 

(2009, P. 47) 

    

Miller puts it, “When we strive for some great good 

or oppose some great evil, it is extremely difficult 

not to spill out some of the goodness onto ourselves 

and the evil onto our opponents, creating a deep 

personal moral gulf. It is very difficult, in other 

words, professing or striving for something righ- 

teous, to avoid self-righteousness and moral con- 

demnation.” (p. 60) 

Dennis and Michelle Reina in Trust and Betrayal in the 

Workplace (2006) have written about the importance of what 

they call “communication trust,” which they define as “the 

willingness to share information, tell the truth, admit mis- 

takes, maintain confidentiality, give and receive construc- 

tive feedback, and speak with good purpose” (p. 34). 

Conversational trust develops, they say, “when people feel 

comfortable and safe enough to share their perceptions 

regarding one another’s perceptions without repercussions. 

They trust they will not suffer the consequences of retalia- 

tion because they spoke the truth” (p. 47). Passing judg- 

ment on others frequently destroys conversational trust. 

To be nonjudgmental does not mean we ignore reality. 

Certainly, when we are engaged with the world and espe- 

cially when we are in leadership positions, we need to use 

our ability to discern reality. Being nonjudgmental means 

we don’t share our perceptions in a way that diminishes 

others. When we are nonjudgmental, we don’t roll our 

when we talk about another person. And as I heard 

presentation sometime back, 

s that don’t 

eyes 
Michael Fullan say in a 

“there are many ways we can roll our eye 

involve our eyes.” 

Belief 5: Conversation 

Should Be Back and Forth 

Emily Manning is a district instructional coach in Denton, 

Texas, who volunteered to learn and practice Habit 3, 

Fostering Dialogue, for our study. She wrote on her reflec- 

tion form that she was learning a lot about herself through 

our project, but she admitted that it was challenging for her 

to coach herself. “You have to be honest with yourself,” she 

wrote, “and sometimes that’s hard.” 
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Chapter! nag throug the material on dialogue (see 
, and she said that the reading “ . g “really freed h 

oP to be vulnerable and imperfect in a conversation I can 
ea learner, too,” she wrote. “I like that.” . 

ad ue watched video of herself in different conversations 

ane rea ized, as many coaches do, that she needed to work on 

questioning. “I sound like a broken record,” Emily said 

but Task too many questions that are closed or that 
are judgments in disguise.” I need to scale back 
especially when I am working with a first- ear 
teacher that is seeking help. Too often I just want to 
go into teacher mode. I need to provide more space 
for us to construct together instead of me control 
ling the direction of the conversation. I think 
thoughtful questions that open dialogue will help 

Watching herself on video, Emily said, made her “m: 

aware of my conversations ... when I am overtakin a aia. 
gue and when I'm more balanced. I’m also very aware of 

id questions now.” To improve, Emily had to recognize first 
at she believed conversation should be back and forth, and 

then she had to practice her habits until she saw result and 
she did start to see results. Near the end of her ex crime t 

this dialonee 1 pan hia the following: “I was happy with 

e. I felt like at the 

together, and it took both our thinking ‘o wet where.” spe 

nm any was practicing Habit 3, Fostering Dialogue, and 

apter 4, I describe dialogue as a habit we can practice 

so wwe can have conversations where we think together with 

. However, real dialogue is onl ossi i 

ee ane belief that conversation should be back and 

shew en we believe that meaning in conversations 
enn mutually constructed and not top-down, the 

ialogue is possible. 

hime relict eat conversation should be back and forth is 
Polen i vi able L we adopt the other Better Conversations 

a ~ a “ others as equals, if I want to hear what they 

niles ; : recognize that people are going to make their 
fll coos secisions about what I share, then inevitably 

by everson e| at a better conversation is one that is created 

Sow yi ein the conversation. Seeing conversation as a 

ay interaction is to live out our true respect for the 

The pulse of a strong 

relationship involves a 

rhythmic movement 

between giving and 

taking, talking and 

listening, valuing the 

other person and 

feeling commensurately 

valued in return 

— Jim Loehr and 
Tony Schwartz 

(2003, p 83) 
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BETTER CONVERSATIONS 

people with whom we communicate. In fact, when we truly 

see others as complete human beings, and we respect them 

as autonomous people rather than objects to be manipulated, 

we almost always embrace back-and-forth interactions.
 

As one research volunteer wrote, a respectful, back- 

and-forth conversation about an important topic takes all of 

us thinking together “to get there.” During a back-and- 

forth conversation, all parties are engaged and shaped by a 

free and honest discussion. In On Dialogue (1996), David 

Bohm provides a helpful analogy illustrating what such a 

conversation might actually look like. Bohm writes: 

The picture or image that this derivation suggests is 

of a stream of meaning flowing among and through us 

and between us... out of which will emerge some 

new understanding. It’s something new, which may 

not have been in the starting point at all. It’s some- 

thing creative. And this shared meaning is the “glue” 

or “cement” that holds people and societies together. 

(p. 1, italics in original) 

Belief 6: Conversation 

Should Be Life-Giving 

While I was working on this chapt 

question on ou 

instructional.coac 

someone they knew who was a great communicator. They 

did not disappoint me with their responses. 

Tess Koning from Lismore Diocese, 

Australia, wrote about her supervis 

Flanagan. “Tonia saw in me, 

of a confident leader,” Tess wrote. 

She watched me in my roles and coached me by ask- 

ing me questions that helped me discern without 

leading me. She listened to my fears, encouraged 

me to take risks and persevere. L loved her term for 

having difficult conversations with staff as “open to 

learning” conversations. I think she is the epitome 

of what women can bring to leadership, communi- 

cating through understanding people at a more 

emotional level. 

er, I posted a simple 

r Facebook page, www.facebook.com/ 

hing. I asked the readers to describe 

New South Wales, 

or and mentor, Tonia 

before I saw them, the qualities 
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h venise Sheehan, from Canberra, Australia, wrote about 

er ‘ormer secondary school coordinator, Jack Shannon, 
who “always listens, always smiles, always is calm.” Deni ' 

wrote about one occasion, when oa 

a primary school teacher asked if a high school stu- 
dent being sent to the primary to do jobs is “a good 
kid. Jack smiled and responded, “all our kide are 

good kids.” In short, Jack never imposes, is focused 
on the positive, and encourages the positive and 
we still get the lesson behind what he says. ae 

Marty Conrad from Lander, Wyomin 

Norther eepane elder, the late Pius Mose, vith hem he 

am taug t at St. Stephens Indian Mission in Wyomi 

during the 1980s. Marty wrote, “Pius Moss “always 

indicate every day to me and everyone that “was ee 
day’ no matter what the weather was... even at 25 bel 
zero. ... every day was a good day!!” a 

racer Struck me about all of the comments on the 

hee P an was the people who were identified sounded 

. Pe <P e with whom anyone would love to talk. Lou Ring 
ang hl, for example, described her neighbor who, shi 

wrote, is genuinely interested in other people, always learn. 
ing, always quick to make connections, and always quick to 
share what is positive about other people.” The other e0 i 

who were described listened, asked questions that made 

people think, were engaged, positive, encouraging, and saw 

the good in others. They weren’t going through the moti 

they really cared about other people and they communicated 

that they respected them. They believed, whether they r . 
ized it or not, that conversations should be life-giving. ~ 

mown I believe conversations should be life-giving, I go 

ant Olena expecting that my conversation partners 

anes ill leave conversations feeling more alive for having 

oxPe ienced them. People usually feel better when they 

ne ge in conversations about topics that matter, and when 
eir ideas are heard and acted upon. Furthermore, when 

prope come together to set and achieve goals, a real bond 

op, a dee i i 
long friendships we fake root Brow anciimponenue 
of _(ichelle Haris was an instructional coach on our study 

oaching in Beaverton, Oregon. When I interviewed her
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Human conversation !s 

the most ancient and 

easiest way to cultivate 

the conditions for 

change—personal 

change, community 

and organizational 

change, planetary 

change If we can sit 

together and talk about 

what’s important to us, 

we begin to come alive 

—Margaret Wheatley 

(2002, p. 3) 

bond that I share with everyone in that grou 

share with anyone else,” she said, adding ... 

for my book Focus on Teaching: Using Video for High-Impact 

Instruction (2014), she told me that one of the best outcomes 

of participating w 

the other members of the Video Learning Team, Lea 

Molzcan, Jenny MacMillan, and Susan Leyden. “There is a 

as the relationships she developed with 

p that I don’t 

Having video to review and talk about took every- 

thing deeper. You're talking about what you are 

doing as a person, and it’s like therapy. We really 

hammered through some personal and philosophi- 

cal thoughts. I know that if Lever, ever had some sort 

of conundrum or dilemma related to work I could 

call on any of these women and they would listen to 

me and try to help or coach me. We still get together 

every single month to catch up and talk about work, 

Every so often we have conversations that touch us so 

deeply and so positively that they actually change our lives. 

During those interactions, we are almost always deeply 

engaged in what is being said. When we care about what 

e more likely 
others say and respect others as equals, we ar 

to find ourselves talking about important topics, and 

conversations about what matters are often life-giving. 

When those we talk with hear what we are saying, 

when we think together with others about important topics, 

and when we feel affirmed by those with whom we talk, we 

usually feel energized. At their best, conversations help us 

better understand what matters, what we need to do, and 

why we are the right person for doing what needs to be 

done—and that usually means we are more enthusiastic 

about taking on whatever challenge life brings us. 

Revisiting Jane and Her Supervisor 

How would Jane’s conversation with her supervisor, men- 

tioned at the beginning of this chapter, have been different 

if Jane’s supervisor had adopted the beliefs inherent in bet- 

ter conversations? He would have seen Jane as an equal 

deserving respect and acknowledgment as a professional. 

He would have listened to Jane in a nonjudgmental way, 

perhaps starting the conversation by ensuring
 he understood 
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Jane's perspective on her school. The supervisor would have 

tried to create a setting for the conversation where he and 

Jane could discuss the school collaboratively. He would hav 
Shared his opinions and concerns clearly, but he would have 

* ee them in a way that encouraged Jane to reciprocate 

ne ve er opinions and concerns just as clearly. He 

ee e encouraged Jane to talk because he truly 
eved she would have something worthwhile to share 

Through the back-and-forth flow of conversation th 
supervisor would have striven for a mutually constructed 

solution, encouraging Jane to share her thoughts and ideas 

about next steps for her school. If he truly embraced th 
Better Conversations Beliefs, he would not have been sati . 

fied with the conversation unless both he and Jane left the 

conversation empowered and committed to moving f . 
ward positively. He would have been committed to having 

conversations that made life better. ° 

ae 

Knowing what we believe about conversations is important 

because when our beliefs are inconsistent with our nections 

people might rightfully question our authenticity. Si 
beliefs have been identified as foundational to the Better 

Conversation a . : 
pproach to interaction. . 

following: 
on. Those beliefs are the 

1. i ne conversation partners as equals means that we 

oO not see ourselves as better than others and our 

way of interacting shows that we see the i 
other people. ven 

2. I want to hear what others have to say means that 

we see conversation as an opportunity to learn oth- 

ers’ ideas and hear about their experiences. 

3. I believe people should have a lot of autonomy 

means we recognize that (a) not giving choice fre- 

quently engenders resistance, and (b) since we define 
who we are by the choices we make, taking awa 

choice is dehumanizing. * 

4. I Cont judge others means that when I interact or 

observe, I resist the temptation to diminish others 

39
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through critical judgments. When we judge others, 

we put ourselves one-up and put them one-down. 

5. I believe conversation should be back and forth 

means I go into conversations with humility, open to 

learning, and ready to discover that I might be 

wrong. When I embrace this belief, I don’t silence 

myself, but I speak in a way that makes it easy for 

others to say what they think. 

6. L believe conversation should be life-giving means 

that I expect conversation to be energizing, affirma- 

tive, and generative. I usually should feel better after 

having had a better conversation. 

Pte 

I could not have written this book without the research 

and thoughts of people like Michael Fullan, David Bohm, 

Edgar Schein, Margaret Wheatley, Peter Block, and Paulo 

Freire. Since those authors are mentioned in other parts of 

this book, I won’t write more about them here—but to get 

a deeper understanding of the beliefs behind better con- 

versations, readers would be wise to read their works 

with care. 

If you are a leader in any capacity (and just about every- 

one in a school is a leader), I suggest you take time to 

understand Edward Deci and Richard Ryan's Self- 

Determination Theory (SDT). Their website, selfdetermina 

tiontheory.org, provides many accessible articles that will 

give youan overview of their work, and in my opinion Deci 

and Ryan’s Why We Do What We Do: Understanding Self- 

Motivation (1995) should be required reading for anyone 

who leads in any way. 

I was so impressed by Robert Sutton’s Good Boss, Bad 

Boss: How to Be the Best... and Learn From the Worst (2010) 

when it came out that I wrote a series of columns on my 

blog, radicallearners.com, about how his ideas of leadership 

apply in the classroom. Sutton has written many helpful 

books, and I’m especially grateful for his insights into how 

power corrupts our ability to communicate with empathy.   

CHAPTER 2. THE BETTER CONVERSATIONS BELIEFS 

Shane Lopez’s Makin, ¢ Hope Happen: Create the Fut 

hon a er Yourself and Others (2013) is the best book on 

e that I have found. Shane is a smart, charmi ' , charming, funn 

person and his research-based, accessible book oives us 3 

anguage and stories for understanding and talking about 

hope. Shane s research on voice and engagement in schools 
s omremely important, and you can find some of his key 

s simply by searching the Int “ Gallup, Envagenent" g the Internet for “Shane Lopez, 

Finally, speaking of better c i onversations, I am grateful 

or oven’ chance 1 get to talk with Russ Quaglia, whe wrote 

i ent Voice: The Instrument of Change (2014) with Michael 

} Corso. Russ is always engaged, always provocative, and 
ays fun, and his book should be read by anyone who 

Spent time with children in any capacity. His simple, radi- 
cal idea—that students should have a real voice in their 

learning—nee
ds tob . 

e given careful attenti 

and policy makers. 
ention by educators 
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