
 

March Professional Development Learning Sessions  
with Kathy Simon 

 
 

In March, we held two different sessions with Kathy Simon on 
“Navigating Hard Conversations.” MTEI graduates brought a variety 
of “hard situations” that they face that necessitate “navigating hard 
conversations. They included: responding to parents who talked in a 
dismissive way toward the education director; trying to connect with a 
colleague who has a very different idea of program priorities; 
responding to a teen who used profane language with a teacher, 
working in an interfaith context with self-described and “ardent anti-
Zionist,” and more. 
 
We talked about some characteristics of these conversations that 
make them difficult.  We noted several of these: 

 These encounters bring up complex and sometimes conflicting 
emotions inside of us 

 We’ve had similar conversations before, and they didn’t go 
very well 

 It seems possible that the conflict will escalate and include 
more community members 

 
Kathy suggested the one key component of having these 
conversations go better is preparing for them, in two particular ways: 
 

 Understanding oneself – why is this topic charged for me?  Do I 
have conflicting emotions or values around it?  What is at stake 
for me? 

 Trying to relate to the other: why is this charged for the other 
person?  What values or needs are important to him/her/them 
in this context? 

 
We discussed both of these aspects of preparation for the 
conversation, using the cases that participants had brought to the 
call.   
 
Another key component of having the conversations go better is to 
get out of the choreography of arguments, where we essentially 
“ping-pong” back and forth, each trying to make our point, but not 
listening.  This different choreography is more like a piano recital – 
where we listen until the other person has the sense that he/she has 
been fully heard.  When one person is fully heard, then the other 
person can ask to get heard, too.   And the task is to take both 
perspectives with seriousness and honor and work together to find a 
way forward. 
 
 


