| see conversation
partners as eguals.

| want to hear what
others have tosay.

| believe people
should have a lot

of autonomy.

| don't judge others.
Conversation should
be back and forth.
Conversation should
be life-giving.
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by
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Listening with empathy Tacit Explicit + Across a district

Fostering dialogue

Asking better questions
Making emotional
connections

Being a witness to the good
Finding common ground
Controlling toxic emotions
Redirecting toxic
conversations

Building trust

RADICAL BROKENNESS AND
BETTER CONVERSATIONS

I believe we can change the world if we start listening |

to one another again. Simple, honest, human conversa- f\{@(&m

tion. Not mediation, negotiation, problem-solving,

debate, or public meetings. Simple, truthful conversa- H Cw}ﬁﬁ

tion where we each have a chance to speak, we each feel

heard, and we each listen well. o

—Margaret Wheatley (2002, p.3) Wi

Doing the Better Conversation study, I think I have

started to see a better versi
; sion of myself,
doesn’t want that? f sl and whe

—Ben Collins, Assistant Principal,
Des Plaines, Illinois

ver .
Etiotzfsdgy Iam reminded of the power of better conversa-
hear. A fe‘: me days I am encouraged by what I see and
B i of i years ago, I was talking about empathy with a
PacifI;c Nonlicructlonal coaches in a school district in the
for the nig;t Wtestc’ ar:d I gave everyone some homework
—to tr . .o
concrete way. y to put empathy into practice in some
The n g .
Participar(::;t S L to the workshop, one of the
» @ man in his mid-fifties, walked over to
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me to talk. Barely holding back his emotions, he told me
about his experience the night before, saying something

like the following:

I have to tell you about what we did yesterday—the
stuff about empathy. When we talked about that,
1 thought about my best friend. We got into an argu-
ment about five years ago, and we stopped talking.
1 would drive by his house on my way to work every
day, and just seeing his house would make me angry:
But yesterday, when we talked about empathy, I real-
ized that I was a part of the problem. I called him last
night to apologize. And when I did that, he apolo-
gized, too. All the anger is gone. We are back to being

friends. It's like the argument never happened.

Stories like this give me hope that we can have better

conversations.

Yet, often I am discouraged. Recent data from the
National Center for Health Statistics (Copen, Daniels,
Vespa, & Mosher, 2012) predict that 40-50% of American
marriages will end in divorce, and there are too many mar-
riages that do not end in divorce but are nothing more than
marriages in name only. Too often a relationship starts out
with joy and hope and sometimes a deep, sacred commit-
ment, only to end with pain, anger, and resentment.
Compounding this distressing situation is the fact that our
work lives can also be very difficult. I have seen far t00

many ineffective, painful, even damaging conversations

within the walls of our schools. Stories 1 hear from homes

and schools show me why we need better conversations.
What is common to these stories of hope and despair is

the reality that communication is terribly important. In

schools, better conversations can dramatically improve

educator and student learning. When teachers are clearer,

ask‘P’eEeLﬂuestions, and foster dialogug}heig _students

learn more. Similarly, when teachers isten, find common
< A s
ground, foster trust, and make Wpts feel
more | psychologically safe. Everyone, adults and children,
experiences greater well-being when they are heard,
respected, and engaged. o

Better conversations also stand at the heart of profes-

sional learning in schools. Instructional coaches who learn
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to be bf.atter at listening, questioning, building emotional
connec’nqns, and fostering dialogue become more effectiva1
Comumcation is the lifeblood of coaching, and the m .
effectively coaches communicate, the m(;re effecti oy
everyone learns. , etvely
.Communication is also essential for other forms of
fes§1onal learning. When trust, respect, and clear commﬁfg-
cat1qn a?e cultural norms, teachers are more comfortabl-
sha.rmg ideas and learning from each other. Better con ;
staltlons will improve collaboration, team meetings, pr \;er_
smna} learning communities, and other conversat;go;ls a?xfusl;
teaching and learning. Better conversations also lead t
fewer hard feelings and more listening, respect, kind N
and candor. PR e
Schools should be places where children experienc
safer, more positive, and better learning because all educe:i
tors work to improve the way they communicate. For that
reason, I believe one of the most important and 'powerflil
ways we can improve our schools is to improve the wa
interact with each other. - —
Effective communication is an essential part of our pr
fessional lives, but I believe it is even more important inp "
personal lives. Much of our joy and sorrow is the dioui
if‘?ﬂt of our personal relationships, and our relations}fie Cs
W}:Zre1 or c11.1e depe'nding on how well we communicaiI:De.
- Z;II(:O tlistenl with empathy, find common bonds, and
e Wor;(a con1:1ect10ns, we find that our lives at
g t,o . (;r , and in the coglmunity are better. Taking
oo ‘[/)V Ec!)ve our conversa‘tlons is probably one of the
- an N can spenq our time because so much of our
it ?ppmess hinge on how well we communicate,
i ar too frequer%tly we are frustrated or sad-
Maryarerr V\(;l;r conversations fail.
o gonversat .eatley, author of Turning to One Another:
il ions to Restore Hope to the Future (2002)
i ritten about our struggle to communicat ,
esmond Tutu’s words to descri o inte B
e o describe how we interact with
e ve never wanted to be alone. But today,
e one. We are more fragmented and isol ’
one another than ever before. Archbisho o
p Desmond

Tutu descri i
ribes it as ‘ i
N G a radical brokenness in all of
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I believe we are “radically broken” as Desmond Tutu
says," because alwwhips, we
live in isolation, often even when we live with others in

o AT Tl
the same building. We are broken though we have more
ways to connect than ever before—Facebook, Twitter,
Skype, texting, email, Instagram, Pinterest, and so on.
Uni_ty_iiggr'_rl_&lt_llral state; isolation is what we experience.
Better conversations can help us heal that radical broken-
ness and restore unity.

I called this book Better Conversations for two reasons.
First, I describe simple, clear steps we can take to coach
ourselves to have better conversations. Meaningful, respect-
ful conversations can build a tie between people that is
deep, strong, life-giving, and maybe even lifelong. Better
conversations are the glue that holds togethéi the faithful
relationships we build our lives around. This book is meant
to help us get better at fostering and sustaining such
empowering interactions.

I also chose Better Conversations as the title to emphasize

that healthy conversations and dialogue should leave us
feeling better about life and our lives in particular. As Paulo
Freire (1970) has written, through authentic, meaningful
interaction, we can experience “mutually humanizing con-
vgersa'ﬁ&ﬁ."7 This book is about how we can get better at the
kind of conversations that help us be better communicators
and people. That kind of improvement is especially impor-
tant in educational organizations since communication is at
the heart of everything educators do. Our schools are only
as good as the conversations within them.

What |s a Better Conversation?

Many of the ideas I write about in this book started with a
young boy who grew up in Jaboat#o, Brazil. The boy, Paulo
Freire, was a happy child despite the many difficulties he
faced. Paulo lived through the aftermath of the financial
crisis of 1929, the loss of his father at the age of 13, and when
he returned to school after those trials, he was placed several
years behind others his age. Although most of his classmates

IR —
Desmond Tutu’s comment is taken from his book No Future Without

Forgiveness (2000).
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Vv:zl;z lWell ftedfanld well dressed, Paulo came to school awk-
y out of place, a child coming fr
dres§ed in ill-fitting clothes. Paulo evgentlc;:lll;1 fgsgzle;i}r:smelef
flay.?g soccer w.ith many of the children from the poorest
amilies in his village. His experience living and playi
with thpse who were poorest marked him for life e
Freire’s childhood in poverty taught him thz'at his s
cess azt school was dramatically shapéd by his livin conl:I(':_
t}ops. As a result, he dedig_ated himself to improgin thl-
living and learning experiences of people who livedg ’tli
less, and his primary focus was education. He went cjlv:t
be a Harvard professor, an education minister in his hom0
state,.and one of the world’s most influential ed i ”
theorists. .
. .In Pefic.zg.ogy of the Qppressed (1970), his best-known book
reire criticized learning where the teacher’s job is to ”fill’:
f;tudelrllts with whatever is being taught and turn student
into “containers” or “receptacles” to be “filled.” Frei .
refers to this approach as “banking education”: ",[:he m -
completely teachers fill the receptacles, the bett.er ’ceach((;re
they are, and the more meekly the receptacles permit th: N
selves .to be filled, the better students they are Banlfim—
education is dehumanizing, Freire said, becaus;a it t i
s'tudentgi_nt(ﬁbjg(M)‘b__e  filled, rather than peopl -tﬁms
tically t.eggggzed in life-giving lea;_ning. S
forrizel(;? sC Oczt;::;ri of@ifciﬁfﬁ can also be applied to
: ation where people perceive audi-
ences as objects to be influenced, persuaded, or
g?mpulated—r}ot full partners in a conversa;tionflvlozii
1sTv}vlay c?f talking top-down communication.
B i:;etf a gcla}f.e for top-dow1.r1 conversations. If someone
B gh it b?f a bus (literally or metaphorically),
e if fl c}>1uldn t ask them how they feel about buses.
B ell them .to get out of the way. We might need a
o lik01rlvefrsat1on to teach someone how to do a spe-
colleas e th;:tsilhety check an airplane, or to tell a friend or
e twey need to change how they treat us, or to
R alc1>-year-old todfﬂer that he shouldn’t put
. Kimlo;}zcell'3 h]lDaddy s mint vinyl recording of
e. There are probably important

*To See mor:
e about th . .
Gadotti (1994, e relationship between Freire’s work and life, see

The teacher is of course
an artist, but being an
artist does not mean
that he or she can make
the profile, can shape
the students What the
educator does in
teaching is to make it
possible for the
students to become
themselves.

—Myles Horton
and Paulo Freire
(1999, p 181)
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reasons to use top-down communication every day. Too
often, though, we jump to top-down communication when

a better conversation would be . . . better.

The alternative to top-down communication is a conver-
with as a full

sation where I position the person I'm speaking

partner rather than an “audience”—a better conversation.

Better conversations are grounded inboth a set of beliefs and
a collection of habits that are the embodiment of those
peliefs. And better conversations can happen anywhere ina
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live with integrity in w

e with ; ity in ways that are consistent with their fai

(see P.urzty of Heart Is to Will One Thing, 1964). ol it

Waslj;letzsc(:ilec,1 in ;ontrast, whose definition of authenticity

rounded in his atheism, described authenti
those who live lives th : i by conbenponat
e V v at are not shaped by co i

norms and morality, but who live ac etz oo
rms and / ive according to their ow

principles (see Beyond Good and Evil, 1966). In both of thesI;

i,ifgitti}?ns, at_L’fhentic people are seen as those who know
ey believe and who act consistently with those | QLIRS

AmfhenHCPfqﬂé
hat toe

beliefs. As the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos
31(1)15? s.tates, ”To say that something isfauthen:ﬁ:hiys (tialtal helieVe
at it is what it professes to be.” - [
. il;therc;tlc:lty then involves two parts: (a) who we say QBAC/_‘: &m( S}a\%‘j?
' > an (b) what we do. Authenticity is definitely not LM’L hose
];itm ngﬁtdlr;s)sg reactingih in whatever way feels good 1311 the e U @‘-'DS
. e an authentic communi
knon what .we believe and then we Iilr:x(;:t?: avcvteh:1 1‘73\7 .
;}::It i;s 1(;onmstemt with 'those beliefs. The journey towa:?i’
; g etter cqnyersahons, therefore, is actually a journe
owar authenticity. Both beliefs and actions (which I ¢
referring to as habits) matter. oo

school: teacher to teacher, coach to coach, principal to teacher,
teacher to student, student to student, and teacher to parent.

Beliefs and Habits

During one of my presentations on better conversations, a
bright, young English teacher asked me a great question.
] think it’s really important to be authentic,” he said. “If I start
to really listen to my friends, ask better questions, try to find
common ground as you suggest, wor't I be written me off as
a fake? I'worry that trying to leamn and do all these ideas might

make me inauthentic.”
My quick response was that authenticity and good com- Beliefs. Understanding our beliefs and habits i
abits is not just a

wally exclusive terms, and that way of being authentic; understanding our beliefs and h
;’:isC;st :lsl(; v;:ally importapt for improving how we iIcI)mn?E:
reVie“.’in ermaps the major finding we’ve gathered from
g }%en ore tl;an 1,000 Cf)mmunjcation reflection forms
e zeop e watch video recordings of their conver-
e q{lite }Cfl if;e usually very surprised to see that how they
e Weeff,g; tf:ri?mhhow they thought they acted. We
exarIrlnpl—é:-ai_r1d still talk ?oo?lflgll?at ofers have to Say:f-{)r
- ws:::}fég)r;al .c(;)ach Jenni Jones discovered this when
e WaSV1 eo of hersglf leading a meeting. Jenni
B Ono}t1 commumcating the respect she felt for
e .u n her reflection form she wrote that while
" nocti res’clons wire respectful, her “facial expres-
E :;pg:rtlful. Jenni wrote, “I am questioning,
i aking no. O9ps, more growth to make.”
_ ant, watching video gave Jenni some real

insight into ho
2 w she com -
Jenni wrote: municates when she feels stress.

munication are not mu
authenticity should never be an excuse for poor communi-
cation. But I wanted to come up with a better answer. That
night I looked up authentic in the Oxford English Dictionary
(2012) and found that authentic, according to the OED,
refers to something that is “real, actual, genuine; original,
first-hand; really proceeding from its stated source.” In this
sense, an authentic Picasso is a painting that was unques-
tionably painted by the master himself. An authentic pet-
son, then, would be someone who lives in a way that is
completely consistent with who he or she is.

I tried to expand and deepen my understanding of the
term authentic by revisiting my university philosophy classes
and by going to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Zalta,
2015). I was reminded that our modern understanding O
authenticity is shaped in large measure by what existentialist
philosophers have written. Kierkegaard, for example, whose

definition of authenticity was informed by his faith in God,

described authentic people as those who find faith and ther
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re and not vahdat- y § doomed to operate blindly, subject to chance. (p. 73 %
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ften in ways that we don’t even .
ruction, 2011). At its core, partnership is about a simple

tions, principles, Or beliefs®>—o
notice. This idea is not new; many people have described how
our conscious and unconscious beliefs affect our lives.
Together, our beliefs represent a theory of how we interact

with the world. In Dialogue (1999), William Isaac explains that

our theories are always shaping what we see and do:

/ As the plant springs sation, | started interrupting mo g
f from, and could not be : : : i e oqe . e
i e ing the professionalism of my colleagues. I noticed C}S\ Y italics in original) >
[ e eryact of a man that when I am under pressure, I take over the con- : '. Q\? Lo \g
! i versation. I need to make a conscious effort, in all AN g . . : .
springs from the o ) - : v\%f Our beliefs give shape to who we : ¢ ¢
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When we undertake any task, like run a meeting,
negotiate an agreement, discipline a child—even

meditate—we operate from a set of taken-for-granted
be effective. Understanding

1. I see ; , ;e
conversation partners as equals. ,ﬂ«é oo Jee On Oiobievite W
y

() nee ol o irglisree O 5

2. I want to hea
r what others have to say. (A2 e ’bm}-%zj /;Mﬁ S

rules or ideas of how to
these tacit rules is what I mean by theory. The word 3. I bel; g
theory comes from the same roots as the word theatet, eve people should have a lot of autono%"?& ‘ ~ . ,
which means simply “to see.” A theory is a way of 4. I don’t judge others. 7 j,@/ y T peed cOrupetiet
S. A g b ST A= -
g ‘ [ 7

onversation should be back and f:r/ﬂ: c;/ji_\f:j ;7;/1/ jﬁ 4

____6. Conversati r : /ZZ ST
rsation should be 1ife-giving'/7l eliifn s fublun beod o T 2

Slanglor. ), g o fectin P TR
Uesthnicriic, ovhpd 1o come fo @Uﬁj‘ 20 -

seeing . . . Without a theory, however—some way to

e
3] use the words beliefs and assumptions interchangeably.
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{am much more
attentive to my own
listening overall
even in conversations |
wasn't using as part of
the project | have
discovered | can listen
even when | don't want
to, and my ability to
just stay guiet has
improved ! think
people are noticing
that I'm better at
listening lately, and!
{earn more when I'm
not trying to think of
what | need to say next

—Ppaige Fenton
Hughes,
Coordinator,
wyoming State
Board of Education,

N Habits. I have chosen to describe the practices in this book

as habits rather than strategies, tactics, or some other
word that describes what we do. Of course, within habits
there are strategies. The habit of building emotional con-
nection, for example, involves the strategy of being mind-
ful of others’ bids for connection. I've chosen habits as my
key term because I think the best way to imagine commu-
nication practices is as a collection of habits. Indeed, this
book is really about helping us become aware of our inef-
fective communication habits so we can replace them with
effective habits.

Many have written about habits. I first started thinking
about habitual practice when I read Stephen Covey'’s classic
book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People (1987). Covey
explained that habits have a powerful hold over our behav-
ior, and developing the right habits was critical to becoming
an effective person. Comparing the struggle to break a habit
to the force it takes for a rocket to pull away from the

Lander, Wyoming

Earth’s gravitational force, Covey wrote:

Breaking deeply‘i‘_rpb_redded habitual tendencies such
as procrastination, impatience, criticalness, or self-
ishness that violate basic principles of human effec-
tiveness involves more than just a little willpower
and a few. minor “changes in our lives. “Lift off”
takes a_ tremergjgous, effort, but once we _breafﬁ??‘éf
the gravity pull, our - freedom takesona whole new

dimension. (p- 47)

More recently, journalist Charles Duhigg, in The Power of
Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business (2012),
summarizes much of the research on habits. Duhigg pro-
vides some useful definitions. A habit, he says, “isa formula
our brain automatically follows” (p. 285); “a choice that we
deliberately make at some point, and then stop thinking
about, but continue doing, often every day” (p- 284).
My hope is that this book will give people the tools so that
they learn and practice the Better Conversations Habits until
they become “a formula our brain automatically follows.”

Habits can be good or bad. Habits of asking good ques”

tions, sharing positive information, or not interrupting can

all lead to better conversations. But habits of talking to0
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:;uch, t?king too much credit, or jumping to negative
Gestu;.tgt;zns .can be damaging. In What Got You Here Won't
ere: How Successful People Get Even More Successful

(2007), Marshall Goldsmith wri .
and communication: ith writes specifically about habits

[the communication problems people have] ... a
not deep-seated neuroses that require years o.f.t.h .
apy or tons of medication to erase. More often th(:;
nhot, they are simply behavioral ticks—bad habits
that we repeat dozens of times a day in the work
P}ja‘?;_"‘fhmh can be cured by (a) pointing them Oilt-
gu)rs ov:rilpg the havoe they cause among the people,
irrounding us, and (c) demonstrating that with
slight behavioral tick we can achieve a much :
appealing effect. (p. 9) o

Learning to Have Better Conversations

y ; ZZZI;ZVSIE r;)Inly heg) ;;e(;ple have better conversations if
e or all of the Better Conversati i
and Habits for themselves. F et
. For that reason, I describe di
ent approaches people can tak , s
: ) to learn and i i
: ] e and internalize th
Bz};zi: aarrl:;li I-Il_?b];t: People can learn the Better Conversateionz
abits on their own, with
teané,h or an entire school or district. * pasinen a coach 2
- :gglflg our beliefs and habits involves two kinds of
iy ge. ex.phc1t .and tacit. Explicit knowledge is knowledge
o iiccnhbe, c.hscuss, and easily share—the knowledge
g ecklists, manuals, how-to guides, and books like
o that. Wicg krllowledge, in contrast, is knowledge we have
e deSCC)E 1’; l:ln(t)w we have. As Michael Polanyi (1958)
ed tacit knowled i “ ’
l<novI:/'I more than we can tell” (p. 60)fge’ s ten, e
mzaﬁgg:kaﬂl and Takeuchi'’s classic study of learning in orga-
'C‘ompanie,s ;. : tKnowledge Qeating Company: How ]upangese
. ﬁ e the Dynamics of Innovation (1995), describes
e }()i icit and tacit knowledge play in innovatio
b trazs rieittseléarmg. Explicit knowledge, they writé1
i ; aCr . - . 4
T articuf;:z ?d1¥1duals formally and easily
in formal language including

We are what we
repeatedly do
Excellence, then, is not
an act, but a habit

—Aristotle

1
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grammatical statements,
fications, and:
the researchers write, "1s a
edge” (p. viil :
embedded in individual experienc e
ble factors such as personal belief, perspective,

value systems” (p- viii).

figure below, organizationa .
(a) becoming aware of our tacit
(tacit knowledge),

0
ticing those ideas until

mathematical expressions, speci-

" it knowledge,
ls, and so fort (p- viii). Tac1.
s et ore important kind of knowl-

“i knowledge

it knowledge “1s personal ' !
i : e and involves intangl-
and the

and Takeuchi, as depicted in the
ing i tages:
| learning involves three stage
current beliefs and habits
(b) taking in descriptions of better ways

icati licit knowledge), and then (0) prac-
F ot (exptltiy become NewW beliefs and habits

According to Nonaka

(tacit again).

R

Tacit Explicit

oo i

e from
i i ou the tools you need to mov
T B e o 1so includes the com-

i ici i ledge. It a
tacit to explicit to tacit know : ;
r;fents of IZ)thers who also employed this methodology to

. . . Am-
improve their communication skills. Ben Collins, for ex

i inci Plaines, Illinois, told me
ple, an assistant principal from Des B et

that self-coaching hirﬁself on tl:en};afz;t ;:ifs I;:}.(Slgial g
i i importa
(f:::s?s;:logrsoailsx.‘c};;a};e hf.)amed to be a kinder, morlel :r’i;:r;-t
tive person through the prOf:ess,” B?n tol;:l1 ani,l s
never would have happened if I hadn’t coached my
Ben began by video recor
He learned that he was mussing
nect with other people. “Before self-
his coaching log,

ding himself in conversation.
many opportunities to con-
coaching,” Ben wrote i

I wouldn’t have thought as much about .co?n.ectlr(;;g\
ith other people. Now I'm better at capitalizing ¢ ;
op Too often in the past I use
to let moments pass and that has probably f:lrff(eicatedI
my relationships even more than I know}.1 o ; za 3
have a type of radar out for those times where

opportunities to connect.
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share a connection with someone, and that has
made me much more present in my professional
and personal life.

Ben moved from not knowing his habits or tacit knowl-
edge, to learning the new habit of emotional connection
explicitly described in this book, to practicing those explicit
practices until they became almost habitual for him. As
Ben told me in a conversation, “These ideas have helped
me be a better professional and helped me be better with
my fiancé. But that only happened because I took the time
to coach myself.” ‘

The process Ben employed can be employed by any-
one. At the end of each chapter are three different kinds of
reflection forms people can use to learn and adopt the
Better Conversations Beliefs and Habits. Looking Back
forms can be used to analyze conversations to identify
effective and ineffective habits and beliefs that are already
in place. Looking At forms can be used to clarify and deepen
knowledge of new habits. Looking Ahead forms can be used
to plan implementation of new habits.

An essential part of learning these beliefs and habits
involves using a smartphone or tablet to video record your
conversations. If we are going to try to get better, we need
to understand our current reality (our beliefs and habits).
The easiest way to get a clear picture of reality when it
comes to understanding how we communicate is by record-
ing ourselves talking.

Thanks to technological advances, today there is simply
no real reason not to try to get better. Never before has it
been s0 easy for us to coach ourselves on our communica-
tion skills. Anyone with a smartphone or tablet can push the
red button, record a conversation (when their conversation
partner is agreeable), and see how effectively they listen,
build emotional connections, foster dialogue, and so forth.
The little computer in our pocket helps us clearly see our
current reality, set goals, and monitor our progress toward
those goals. With a little effort, we can quickly, permanently,
and dramatically improve our relationships with others.

K. I_t may seem a bit weird to sit down with your six-year-
ﬂ?ld daughter or a teacher you are coaching and record your
conversation on your iPhone. Indeed, you might be tempted

1 think you are in the
worst position possible
to make any judgments
about yourself until
you see yourself from
the different
perspective video
offers. Video helped me
be more aware of
myself and others and
how we connect |
started to notice that
there are times that
certain people had kind
of a default condition
that they would use
when they related to
others | started to
think to myself, i
wonder if that's me?” }
started to really pay
attention to other
people and
acknowledge them
when they were
speaking and to make
sure that | smiled more
| started noticing that
people who smile—1
just want to be around
them more frequently |
noticed that my body
language changed a
little bit, too | am an
administrator, and we
have had some pretty
intense conversations
just trying to be a good
person goes a long way
when you are trying to
make emotional
connections with
people

—Ben Cotlins,
Assistant Principal,
Des Plaines, lHlinois



1 BETTER CONVERSATIONS

Video forced me to take
a hard ook at my
coaching skilis and
practices, as well as my
relationships with the
staff i work with 1 have
realized the true power
of video through
watching myself
interact with others,
and it has made me
more willing and
excited to continué
using video to improve
my communication
skills | genuinely want
to hear what the
teacher is saying so
that we can focus our
efforts on improving
student learning 1
ymprove, i can be more
effective, and self-
awareness 15 a big key
to making any ongoing
change Video and self-
reflection made me
aware of some habits
that | want to change,
put never would have
realized without video

—Shana Olson,
instructional
Coach, Hillside
Elementary, West
Des Moines, towa

to skip video recording since it is so out of the ordinary pat-
tern of our lives. However, if much of our effectiveness and
happiness truly depends on effective communication, then
perhaps we need to get over our awkwardness of being

video recorded and just do it.

You can start by video recording
seeing yourself in conversation can be a huge catalyst for
change. After recording the conversation, you should
review it by completing the Looking Back form. After that,
you can deepen your knowledge of the habit you're study-
ing by reading an appropriate chapter in the book and
using the Looking At form. Then you can plan to imple-
it using the Looking Ahead form. Finally,
you can continue to practice implementing the habit by
video recording new conversations and using the Looking
Back form to monitor progress. If you use video and this

book to improve your communication habits, you will

improve the way you interact with others, and that will

improve your life.
The Better Conversations Beliefs and Habits can be

implemented in many different ways. The most common

processes are as follows.

one conversation. Just
|

ment a NeEW hab

On Your Own. Most of the pe6ple who learned and prac-
on their own. To do this,

ticed the ideas in this book did so
they recorded conversations, used the Looking Back forms to

analyze their conversations, and then used the Looking At
and Looking Ahead forms to implement the ideas.

With a Partner. Two or more colleagues can collaborate to
improve their communication skills. For example, they
+ to discuss what they are discovering as

might simply mee
they are learning on their own, or they might share their
powerful

forms as they complete them. Perhaps the most
way to learn is for partners to share with each other their
videos and completed forms, discuss what they Jearned
from each video and form, and then problem solve together

how they might both improve.

With a Coach. People can also improve their communica-
tion skills by working with an instructional coach.
a scenario, the coach would have a deep knowledge

In such
of the
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B:f Conversations Beliefs and Habits. Coaches would
fo idee:t .w1th others by reviewing videos, asking question:
its helpl;ygggfﬁs' eX.plailning habits precisely, modeling habs

¢ ers implement th : il
progress until goals are met. e new habits, and monitor

With

with n: Tl\e/IaOr;lt. i\)/flllch can be' learned by collaborating with

membe.r ot Efg, each time the team meets, one team

member share sc1 vcl1 f’eo and hosts-a discussion about what

worke 3 N idn’t work, and what might be done dif-
y in the future. Team members might also complete

and share their Looki .
Ahead forms. ng Back, Looking At, and Lookin

A 9 o
la;';)rsai eal::) zlﬁilglzatmn. Whole schools or districts can col-
e it st e tIietter Conversations Beliefs and Habits.
pe> et CrO W;in a worksh9p from consultants at the
gt Othera‘; %nGroup (instructionalcoaching.com)
e, 2ome ot at}il. ce People have been introduced to
g etter Conve sa fons Beliefs and Habits, they can move
i g one o the ways mentioned above—Ilearnin
ir own, with partners, coaches, or teams. ¢

What Vou Will Find in This Book

Ch :

c t;;;t:;il;l"h:l?etter Coqversations Beliefs. What we do

- Cc; ow we think and act, and learning how to

e Ovréve?sahons stafts with beliefs. This chapter

o rview of the six beliefs that are at the heart
nversations and explains simple things people

can do to surface and clari
clarify wh g .
By would like them to bg at their beliefs are and what

Chapter 3: Li i i
comfnm?c-ah;s;ef?lgg .VVl.th Empathy. The most important
B a flt is listening. When someone listens to
_Empathy, 15}; lr‘e eel respected. Habit 1, Demonstrating
i }sr(::ssary first step for listening. Habit 2
Peactice. We con | Paﬂ1y, puts. the habit of empathy intc;
i ) o 1?,ten effectively by (a) committing to
cusing on others rather than ourselgves

Pausing to ens

= ure we open .

shut them pen up conversations r

down, and (d) not interrupting. aetien fhan

15
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i ople
- . o Dialogue. When two or more pe
S e a tha% makes it possible for them to

mmunicate in a way ' .
?’(t)}ﬁnk together,” they move toward Habit 3, Fostering

Dialogue. This involves balancing advocacy and inquiry, shar-

. . c
Chapter 5: Asking Better Questions. We can improve ou

questions by asking open (opinion) questioni ;I;:ﬁk;}; :etllx;gt
i te comn

-udemental. Better questions cred .

g?;&t c%;;ilosity, foster engagement, and keep us fully presen

. -
Chapter 6: Connecting. John Gottman 1S one .cf)'f ther;::ilgial
leading experts on relationships, and he identi 1e; e moton.
connection as the critical variable that leads to healthy

i jonal con-
sus unhealthy conversations. Gottman sees emott

i nses to
nection manifested in bids for connection and respo

those bids, which he refers to as turning tqwar%, mg;f:fl
away, and turning against. Habit 5, Making EmMO e
Conn,ections, involves learning how to make and respo

d
bids that positively affect how connected we feel towar

others and how connected they feel toward us.

One powerful way to connect is to share positive m}fo;
mation with others. Most of us, however, probably sha

. . it 6,
ositive information in a way that isn t effec’Flvel. Htall;in
II;eing a Witness to the Good, involves effectively s g

i cific
positive information by sharing comments that are spectiic,

direct, and nonattributive.

Chapter 7: Finding Common Grom;cil.hSince \r/\;ede;;fee rf;:;t
inded of the ways in whic we a. :
e ofh v obsessed with our dis-
from each other, we can be overly b o
similarities. Habit 7, Finding Common Ground, involve

i differ-
better approach, turning away from our obvious

i in
ences and building our relationships on what we hold

o )
common. We can do that by considering hc?w our I?‘gf; o
Convictions, Activities, Roles, and E':xperle}?ctes ((a -h o
can divide us or provide a way to find what W

common with others.

i life-
Chapter 8: Redirecting Toxic Words and Emot}on§. Tt'lkllee 3
blood of the culture of any school or organization 15

e . al
people talk, s0 part of strong leadership is shaping the org

i i occasion,
nizational culture one conversation at a time. On
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this may require redirecting conversations that are not good
for the school or the people in the school. We must also pay
attention to the toxic emotions that exist within us. No matter
what your beliefs and habits, if you do not control your emo-
tions, they will dramatically interfere with your ability to
have better conversations. Habit 8, Controlling Toxic
Emotions, involves a simple set of strategies we can use to
(a) identify when our emotions come into play, (b) uncover
the cause of our emotional response, (c) identify what we
can do to reframe a potentially volatile conversation, and
(d) determine how to maintain control even when we might
have ample reason to react emotionally. Habit 9, Redirecting

Toxic Conversations, involves recognizing the kinds of con-

versations that are unacceptable, and identifying strategies

people can use to redirect those conversations.

Chapter 9: Building Trust. Trust is a critical factor for
meaningful conversation. When we don’t trust someone,
we hesitate to be open, vulnerable, or candid. Habit 10,
Building Trust, involves increasing trust by increasing
our credibility, competence, and warmth, and by main-
taining a focus on others rather than ourselves.

Each chapter begins with a learning map that displays
the key ideas in the chapter and some of the ways in which
those ideas are connected. Each chapter concludes with a To
Sum Up section that restates some of the most important
ideas in the chapter and a Going Deeper section that
includes suggested books you can read to learn more about
each new habit.

At the end of Chapters 3-9 are Looking Back, Looking
At, or Looking Ahead forms. The forms provide a way to
look back on interactions and reflect on what was learned,
a way to look at a habit to deepen understanding, and a

way to look ahead to prepare to implement the Better
Conversations Habits.

Better conversations involve beliefs and habits. The six
e;; tha’f stand at the heart of better conversations are
e following: (1) I see conversation partners as equals,

The Better
Conversations
Habits

1. Demonstrating
Empathy

2. Listening With
Empathy

3. Fostering
Dialogue

4. Asking Better
Questions

5. Making
Emotional
Connections

6. Being a Witness
to the Good

7. Finding Common
Ground

8. Controlling Toxic
Emotions

9. Redirecting Toxic
Conversations

10. Building Trust
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(2) 1 want to hear what others have to say, (3) 1 believe one of the most im

people should have a lot of autonomy, (4) I don’t judge and it plays a bi P ortant. concepts in my work and life,
. others, (5) conversation should be back and forth, and Although Stewar d;%i rqle HL the book you are reading
. e o ) 1S i . :
(6) conversation should be hfg giving. ideas about power i If - a business book, I find Block’s
The ten Better Conversations Habits are the follow- schools and cl ganizations to be very relevant to

ing: (1) demon.strati.ng empathy, (2) .1istening with empa- Margaretc 3\87;2(:;{:5; =
thy, (3) .fosterlng. dialogue, (4') asking bgtter qx%estlons, Conversations to Restorggo u:m”g to One Another: Simple
(5) making emotional connections, (6) being a witness to any other book, com pe to the Future (2002), more than
the.good, .(7) finding common grpund, (8) antrolllng respectful Convérsatiorflnu‘rllvl;ated t,o me the potential of
toxic emotions, (9) redirecting toxic conversations, and inspiring testament to éh eatley’s book is a beautiful
10) building trust. . e power, as th - p
( )To interialize the Better Conversations Beliefs and simple conversations. Turning to One Anjt; Ub.tltle says, of
Habi b r el Polanyi : of strategies, but more a work of er is not a book
abits, we nee to become aware oI W at Michae 9 any1 important it is for us to t art proclamung just how

liefs and habits we o treat each other as fully human.

refers to as tacit knowledge (the be
ut even knowing it), learn explicit knowl-
escribed in this book), and
abits we use all

embrace witho
edge (the beliefs and habits d

then practice them until they become tacit (h

the time when we are engaged in conversations).

We can learn the Better Conversations Beliefs and
Habits on our own, with a partner, coach, team, or even
with all the employees ina school or district.

GOING DEEPER

There are a few foundational books that have profoundly
shaped my overall understanding of how we should inter-
act with others. I read Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the

Oppressed (1970) when I was a 20-year-old fairly apathetic

university student. Few readings made an impact on me
when I first tried out postsecondary education, but Freire’s
d it continues to do

book totally caught my imagination, an
so today. Freire gave me words to describe what I felt was

true about learning and human interaction. He also taught
me that when we engage in conversations in which every-
one feels safe to share :deas and think together, W€ help

people become better. Freire showed me that the opposite is
also true: We dehumanize people when we don’t give them
an opportunity to say what they think.

Peter Block’s Stewardship: Choosing Service Over Self-
Interest (1993) truly changed my worldview by introducing
me to the idea that we should position ourselves as part”
ners when we interact with others. Partnership has becomé




