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My Difficult Conversation 
 

General Topic of my Difficult 
Conversation 

 
 
 

Beginning of the conversation                 …………………………………………………. 
My start to the conversation:  

 
 
 

Their start or reply to the 
conversation: 

 
 
 
 

My follow-up:  
 
 

Their follow-up:  
 
 

Ending the conversation ……………………                ……………………………. 
My concluding statements:  

 
 
 

Their last responses:  
 
 
 

Personal Reflection:  
What went wrong? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Peer Reflection:  
 
 
 

 



Planning for a Productive Conversation Worksheet 
 

4 Major Steps Planning (Consider Selected Components) 
 

Preparation  
 
 
 
 

Begin the 
conversation 

 
 
 
 
 

Body of the 
conversation 

 
 
 
 
 

Ending the 
conversation 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Steps for Productive Conversation 

1. Step 1 -Prepare 
a. Agenda 
b. Why and/or purpose of meeting  
c. Review your triggers 
d. Presuppositions about challenging conversations 
e. Reframe this into a learning and growth opportunity 
f. Practice opening (if possible) 
g. How can you make the conversation safe for yourself and others 
h. Be tactful - it can never hurt  (Everyone’s view of a situation makes sense to at least 

one person.  We have a natural bias to our own version of a story.) 
i. Remember outside factors can cloud the conversation 
j. Watch attacks on identity (I am an excellent teacher; I am caring and competent) 

2. Step 2 – Begin the conversation 
a. Review the start of the agenda for the meeting or collaboratively build your agenda 
b. Eliminate distractions, which helps to show your interest 
c. Use a prepared opening if possible (Could be a positive sandwich) 
d. Open body position 
e. Open-ended questions and concrete questions 
f. Listen carefully with purpose 
g. Paraphrase to clarify 
h. Demonstrate integrity and interest (You can care about the person without agreeing 

or caring for their specific action.) 
i. Set a positive tone 
j. Third person point of view 
k. Step down the inference ladder 
l. Conversations have at least two sides  

3. Step 3 – Body of the conversation 
a. Be careful of conversation stoppers 
b. Don’t play the blame game (Blame is about judging, not a positive solution.) 
c. “I” statements and “I” rephrasing  
d. Maintain positive tone 
e. Third person point of view 
f. Step down the inference ladder 
g. Take notes 
h. Don’t rush to problem solve 
i. Keep your balance  

4. Step 4– End of the conversation (Transition to Problem Solving and Action Steps) 
a. Make sure that you have addressed concerns 
b. Review notes and work from the same information 
c. Reach mutually agreeable solution (win – win if possible) 
d. Plan of action – Determine the options, include standards or protocols as appropriate, 

and create a plan  
e. Clarify what you agree to do and what they have agreed to do (Only agree to those 

things that you can follow-through on.) 
f. Set timelines that can be met  
g. Set a follow-up meeting if necessary 
h. Thank them  



“I” Statements 
 

Taking responsibility for your feelings will help you improve your communication when 
you feel upset or angry. One way to achieve this is by using “I” statements.  This technique 
will allow you to communicate what is upsetting while minimizing blaming. If our 
statements feel too blaming, the person we are trying to speak to will often become 
defensive. 
 
“I” Statement format: “I feel ________ when you ________ because ________.” 
 
 
Examples: 
 

Regular “You make me angry because you are always late.” 
 

 “I” Statement 
“I feel frustrated when you come to our meeting late 
because I start thinking that you are not interested in what 
we are working on.” 

 
Regular “You never come prepared for our department meeting.” 

 
“I” Statement 

“I feel discouraged when you forget to prepare because it 
seems like you don’t care.” 

 
 
Practice: 
 

 
Scenario 

A team leader or department head has once again failed to 
turn in important student test data on time. You are 
irritated because you know they have completed the work. 

 
“I” Statement 

 
 
 

 
Scenario You overheard your secretary treat a parent at the front 

counter rudely. 
 

“I” Statement 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from TherapistAid.com 
 
 



How do I become better at challenging conversations? 
 
 Always Often Sometimes Rarely 
1. I allow the speaker to express their 
complete thought without interrupting. 

    

2. I purposefully eliminate outside 
distractions. (Cell phone, computer, visual 
distractions, someone walking into the 
room) 

    

3. I make excellent contact with the 
speaker by having an open body position, 
leaning forward, and making eye contact. 

    

4. I make conversations safe.     
a. I take a third party position before 
and/or during the important conversation 
as is appropriate.    

    

b.  I express and show genuine interest in 
the conversation. I let them know I care 
about them and I want a win/win outcome 
when possible. (You cannot convince 
someone of positive intentions if you do 
not really care about the outcome.)  

    

5. I paraphrase the speaker’s message to 
ensure that I understand what they are 
saying. 

    

6. I ask open-ended questions.     
7. I avoid communication stoppers.     
8. I only commit to what I am able to do 
and intend to do. 

    

9. I do not debate positions to prove my 
point or to be right but create 
opportunities for dialogue so that 
everyone has an opportunity to create and 
explore common ground.   

    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Questions, Paraphrasing, Reframing and Steps to Active Listening 
 

Questions and Paraphrasing 
• Great questions are key, stimulate thinking and will encourage different types of 

action.  
• Open ended questions – Avoid yes and no answers. Try variations on “Tell me 

more ….” and “Help me to better understand .…” 
• Concrete questions – “Please provide me some pertinent background information 

…..”; Can you give me an example?”; “How would that work?”; “What information 
might you have that I do not have?” 

• Paraphrasing is a chance for you to check your understanding and show the 
speaker that they have been heard. 

 
 
Steps to Active Listening  

• Ask questions 
• Paraphrase back what the other person has said 
• Acknowledge their view (Remember acknowledging is not agreeing) 
• Sit attentively  
• Make good eye contact 
• Show interest in who they are and what they are saying  

“One of the best ways to persuade others is with your ears – by listening to them.”  Dean 
Rusk 
 
 
Reframing 
“To reframe, then, means to change the conceptual or emotional setting or viewpoint in 
relation to which a situation is experienced and to place it in another frame which fits the 
‘facts’ of the same concrete situation equally well or even better, and thereby changes its 
entire meaning”.  Watzlawick et al. 1974 
 
 
How to Begin and Maintain Productive Conversations 
Begin: 

• I have something I’d like to discuss with you and I think it will help us work together 
more effectively. 

• I’d like to talk about ____with you, but first I’d like to get your point of view. 
• I need your help with what just happened. Do you have a few minutes to talk? 
• I think we have different perceptions about ___. I’d like to hear your thinking on this. 

(from Mediate.com) 
Advancing the conversation: 

• “What would you like to see happen instead?” 
• “We now have the chance to make things better.” 
• “You have a good point. What could we do together to address it?” 



• “Your feedback has helped me see some ways I could improve, for example, by 
communicating more respectfully. Is that right?” 

• “What are all the possibilities for solving this problem?” 
• “Your ideas point in the right direction.” 
• “Here is what I really enjoy about working with you.” 
• “We’re off to a good start.” 
• “Is this process/conversation working for you?”(From “Resolving Conflicts at Work – 

Revised Edition” Cloke and Goldsmith, 2005) 
• Why is this important to you? 
• Help me to understand your thinking on this issue? 
• What do you hope to achieve by being here? 
• Why not move forward in this way? 

 


