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n People have different information, interests & personalities

n Often significant misunderstanding causes people to act in 

unproductive ways  (blaming, annoyed, hurtful, mistrusting, 

betraying)

n In any conversation, 3 simultaneous components: content, 

emotions, identities 

See: Difficult Conversations by Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton and 

Sheila Heen

Why are some conversations difficult?



A. Is a meeting required? 

B. What type of a meeting will work best?

C. What roles will be needed?

D. Who should participate?

E. Is a facilitator needed?

To answer when planning a good meeting



F. Plan logistics carefully: food, space, light, audio, 

visual

G. Work with presenters in advance

H. Create and share a clear meeting agenda, 

including times

I. Create operating procedures / ground rules

Other meeting planning best practices



1. Orient participants (welcome, intros, 

overview, clarify ground rules)

2. Provide opportunities for people to 

participate (two-way) instead of just 

presenting out, including quiet people

n Small groups & activities = engaged 

participants

n The standard public meeting with people at 

one mic does not foster good discussion

Facilitating constructive meetings (1)



4. Capture the discussion so people see their 

ideas (flip charts, meeting summaries)

5. Manage disruptive participants

6. Manage time

7. Model + foster respectful communication

Facilitating constructive meetings (2)
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Teenagers, Empathy, and 

Difficult Conversations
The need for face-to-face and 

compassionate dialogue across 
differences 

Director of Global Studies The Robbins House

Co-President, Board of Directors Concord, MA

Middlesex School Concord’s Center for African American History

Robert W. Munro, PhD



How do Teenagers interpret potentially difficult 

conversations?
High School students are very connected to the outside world: 

Twitter Snapchat Instagram

Facebook

They’re used to finding, interpreting, judging, and responding to information 

quickly and, oftentimes, without a filter (bad pun; sorry)

They want to have and are having difficult conversations, but they lack the skills, 

tone, and cultural sensitivities these moments require. This, can lead to “locker 

room talk” or quick, “likes” or messages on social media that promote harsh 

language yet also offers a sense of anonymity. 



Why the need for face-to-face dialogues across cultural 

differences?
Our Schools and communities (Greater Concord/Carlisle area) are becoming 

more global.

More students are travelling abroad while in school (secondary and Post-

secondary)

More internships and Jobs have become more global both in scope and 

demographic

Perhaps most importantly, facts and values based on inclusion and human 

rights can no longer be taken for granted. Students need to know what those 

values are, what facts are, well, actual facts and how to have a compassionate 

conversation based on listening and understanding. 



How to teach these skills?

At Middlesex, our Global studies program is based on an 

empathy-based curriculum. Our two courses are called 

“Dialogues” and “Citizenship”

Students will learn, through in-class readings, exercises, 

and discussion the skills to have difficult conversations:

1. Hearing v. active listening

2. Intention v. impact

3. IDing +Separating feelings from needs

4. Tone, Body Language, and Reaction

5. Empathy  



Why empathy is relevant and necessary in schools

From our article on the National Association of Independent Schools website:

“Our impetus was not only to help students become more empathetic and globally aware 

but also to broadly promote skills in critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and 

empathy, which can sometimes seem overlooked amid an emphasis on quantitative 

skills, credentials, and end-products, including higher education and job selection. 

Further, we wanted students (and parents) to understand that these skills are not only 

crucial to develop character but also vital to create inclusive school communities and to 

thrive in the workforce.” 



3 considerations for race-based conversations in 2018: A Robbins 

House Model 

1
Awareness and 
Reflection

It’s easy for me (us) to become 

super passionate about anything 

that perceive as threatening the 

idea of inclusion and access to 

everyone’s basic right to equal 

opportunity and rights. We need 

to recognize our assumptions 

and needs and try to think about 

the assumptions and needs of 

others before jumping head first 

into these conversations

2
Judgement-free 
and empathetic 
dialogue 

We need to recognize the 

difference between being 

uncomfortable and unsafe. I 

disagree is not the same as I am 

unsafe. We’re talking about hard 

empathy--putting ourselves in 

situations and conversations 

that force us to listen and try to 

figure out where the other 

person’s values and perspectives 

come from.

3
Towards actions 
and next steps

How can the Robbins House and 

our narrative help us and help 

others remember that racial 

equality and a truly empathetic 

society requires people to come 

together and engage in real, 

difficult, and uncomfortable 

discussions and moments?  We 

have the power to disseminate 

truth. We do not have the power 

to not listen. 



Rose Pavlov
Ivy Child International Founder & CEO

Using Mindfulness to Navigate
Difficult Conversations



Who We Are



Mindfulness
is the practice of being 

in the present moment 
with ourselves and our surroundings; using breath as the anchor. 

aware awake alert

Deep breathing exercises and self-reflection allow us to 
pause and respond skillfully to any given circumstance. 



Think of meditation as

- develops the "muscle" of concentration,    
empathy, and compassion

- produces structural changes in the brain



N.B.A.

NOTICE
1. What are you doing?
2. What are you thinking?
3. How are you feeling?

BREATHE
Relax. Your breath is your best 
friend and is always available to 
help you stay calm. Try Belly 
Breathing or Letting Go Breath.

ALLOW
Allow yourself to feel however you 
are feeling. These feelings will not 
last forever; these too shall pass. 
Give yourself some space to reflect 
before you respond.

ACTION
What is the best possible way to 
respond to the current situation? 
Doing or saying nothing is also an 
action you can choose. 



1. Check inside: “How am I feeling just now? Is there anything getting in the 
way of being present for the other person?” If something is in the way, 
decide if it needs to be addressed first or can wait till later.

2. Feeling your own sense of presence, extend it to the other person with the 
intention to listen fully and openly, with interest, empathy, and mindfulness.

3. Silently note your own reactions as they arise—thoughts, feelings, 
judgments, memories. Then return your full attention to the speaker.

4. Reflect back what you are hearing, using the speaker’s own words when 
possible, paraphrasing or summarizing the main point. Help the other 
person feel heard.

5. Use friendly, open-ended questions to clarify your understanding and 
probe for more. Affirm before you differ. Acknowledge the other person’s 
point of view—acknowledging is not agreeing!—before introducing your 
own ideas, feelings, or requests.

Adapted from ”Tuning In” by David Rome, Mindful magazine 2014.

Be a good listener to yourself 
so you can be a good listener for others



Welcome Truth and Let Go of Being Right

1. Before, during, or after a difficult interaction with someone, pause for a moment and 
notice sensations of anxiety, discomfort, or frustration.

2. Slowly tighten your right hand into a fist. Draw your attention to the sensations in 
your hand. Imagine all the tension, clenching or surging in your body gravitating to 
the sensations of your fist.

3. Now let go of the tension in your right hand and open it, facing the palm up. Notice 
the sensations in your hand, and the differences and changes as they occur. Watch how 
you can let go of being “right” and just witness the truth of what both your body and 
thoughts are saying. 

4. With a deep breath, ask yourself: What matters most to me in this moment? What 
one thing do I most need or value? Perhaps it’s acceptance, validation, collaboration, 
emotional space, or honesty.

5. And finally . . . Consider saying out loud what is happening:
Give words to your bodily sensations 
State the truth of your emotion
Point out what you most need in ONE or TWO words

Adapted from “How to have a mindful conversation” by Mitch Abblett, Mindful magazine 2016 



An Exercise to Prepare 
for Difficult Conversations

1. Start by thinking of a specific conversation you’re about to have. Or, for 
practice, you can use a difficult or emotionally charged conversation you’ve 
had recently.

2. Run through these three separate internal conversations separately. Ideally, 
speak them out loud, write them down or run through them with a friend.

What actually happened? Do I feel like my sense of competence is being 
questioned as a result of what happened?

What emotions are involved? Do I feel like whether or not I’m a good 
person is being called into question?

Who am I if what the other person says (or assumes) is true? Do I feel 
like this makes me less worthy of love?

3. Repeat the exercise from the other person’s point of view. How are they 
experiencing each of these questions?

Adapted from “How to Mindfully prepare for difficult conversations” Search Inside Yourself 2014



The Concord Public Schools and Concord Carlisle Regional School 
Districts are committed to cultivating mindful practices throughout the 
culture that will help maximize the impact of our collective teaching, 
learning and social experiences. 

We strive to use mindfulness in our daily living, inwardly and outwardly, 
attentive and aware.

We strive to actively model and foster kindness, respect, and compassion 
individually and collectively.

CPS-CCHS Mindfulness Vision



The vision for Mindful Concord is to create a community of happy, 
healthy, and connected residents. Programs within the initiative will aim 
to promote wellness and reduce stress within our community and will be 
tailored to meet our diverse community needs.

Mindful Concord



Mindfulness EffectMULTIPLIER
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