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Advance praise for Tongue Fu! at School:

“I love this book. It applies the principles of Eastern martial arts to a raging problem in schools—a lack of rapport and respect between those in school that can lead to a culture of suspicion and diminished results. This practical guidebook can be a real help for a real problem and it does so entertainingly.” —Paul Houston, executive director, American Association of School Administrators

“Sam Horn’s storytelling style lends itself to television and every visual medium looking to participate in transforming our culture of conflict to one of dialogue.” —Meryl Marshall-Daniels, chair and CEO, Academy of Television Arts ﹠ Sciences (1997–2001)

“It is evident that Sam Horn is an expert on what it takes for people of all ages to communicate and interact with greater confidence and respect. This wonderful book, which focuses on the school environment, will enhance the lives of those who read it.” —Robert Brooks, Ph.D., coauthor of The Power of Resilience: Achieving Balance, Confidence, and Personal Strength in Your Life and author of The Self-Esteem Teacher

“As a teacher for more than twenty-five years, I know how important it is to be able to say the right thing at the right time. This book is packed with specific suggestions on how to say what we want to say when we want to say it—instead of thinking of the perfect response on the way home. Highly recommended.” —Dr. Debra Peppers, member of the National Teachers Hall of Fame and author of It ’s Your Turn Now!

“Just as goodness must be taught, communication skills must be taught and refined. This instructive book uses real-life stories and pragmatic suggestions to show how we can decrease stress, increase satisfaction, and assist each other in getting what we want.” —John Alston, member of Speakers Hall of Fame and author of Goodness Must Be Taught

“Words matter. A key to positive discipline in the classroom is knowing how to communicate respectfully so students can hear what others say without taking offense. This insightful book shares exactly what to say in dozens of real-life situations so educators, parents, and students can be accountable for appropriate behavior without fear of blame or shame.” —Jane Nelsen, author of Positive Discipline series of books.

“Sticks and stones can break your bones, but names can hurt forever. In my presentations across the country, I encounter educators and teens who want to get along better—they just don’t know how. I wish these ‘martial arts for the mouth’ had been available when I was a kid—they would have made my school years a lot more fun, and much more positive.” —Michael Scott Karpovich, CSP, creator of Teaching the Best Generation

“This book is a treasure. It showcases dozens of scenarios we face on a daily basis— and provides examples of how we can handle them constructively. Inspiring and enlightening.” —Catherine Payne, M.Ed., principal of W. R. Farrington High School, Hawaii


“This book doesn’t waste time on abstract theories—it shares specific suggestions on how we can create a sense of rapport, stay focused on solutions instead of fault, and motivate people to work together. Every classroom and library should have a copy.” —Tamara Hall, M.Ed., educational consultant and author of When Life Kicks, Kick Back

“As a former high school counselor, I can vouch for the need for this book. I’ve mediated so many conflicts that resulted from people not knowing how to talk to each other. I highly recommend that Tongue Fu! at School become a required text for teachers, students, and educational personnel. Everyone will benefit.” —Joe Loverde, adjunct professor of education, Chapman University

“At the heart of how we relate to each other is how we communicate. The words of educators are especially potent, with the power to inspire children to reach for dreams or leave them mired in self-doubt. So what’s an educator to do? Read Sam Horn’s book! It provides critical guidance on how to communicate with respect and practice ‘verbal diplomacy,’ critical life skills. Must reading!” —Eileen Gale Kugler, author of Debunking the Middle-Class Myth: Why Diverse Schools Are Good for All Kids

“This book brings a smile to my face, because it is jam-packed with Sam Horn’s welcoming warmth, wit, wisdom, and way with words. Every educator, parent, and student will resonate with these empowering principles you can put to use immediately.” —Joel Goodman, Ed.D., director, The HUMOR Project, Inc., Saratoga Springs, New York

“As I work with schools across the nation on the issue of bullying, I realize that the reason students often behave so destructively is that they have not been taught constructive behavior. In Tongue Fu! at School , author Sam Horn provides that instruction. Schools interested in promoting peace and harmony among students, and creating a safe learning environment, would do well to adopt the techniques she delineates. I recommend this book to anyone who wants to promote constructive communication in their own lives and at all levels of our society.” —Gaye Barker, coordinator NEA’s Bullying and Sexual Harassment Prevention/Intervention Program

“A must read for educators, parents, coaches, club leaders, and anyone interested in helping kids become responsible, resourceful, resilient people who can act in their own best interest, stand up for values and against injustices, while respecting the rights and legitimate needs of others.” —Barbara Coloroso, author of Kids Are Worth It!

“Want to empower the teens and teachers in your life? Buy them this book. It’s packed with specific suggestions and fascinating examples showing how we can communicate to connect in the classroom, on the playground, and in the halls.” —Eric Chester, founder of Generation Why, Inc. and coordinator of the Teen Power Book Series

“Don’t put off buying this book! Plan on getting a copy for your child’s teacher, principal, and school librarian; they’ll thank you for it.” —Rita Emmett, author of The Procrastinating Child: A Handbook for Adults to Help Children Stop Putting Things Off
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“Teachers affect eternity. Who knows where their influence will end?”
—Henry Brooks Adams

May this book serve as a living legacy to my parents,
Warren and Ruth Reed, parents and teachers extraordinaire,
who served as the original source and role model for these principles.

This book is dedicated to them and to educators everywhere.

Thank you for all the work you do,

The hours you spend,

The caring you give,

The knowledge you share,

The wisdom you impart,

The curiosity you ignite,

The minds you open,

The cerebral sparks you fan,

The identities you nurture,

The confidence you build,

The hopes you inspire,

The dreams you encourage,

The creativity you foster,

The skills you teach,

The careers you launch,

The futures you shape,

The eternal influence you yield.
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Foreword

This book is not only long overdue, it is vitally important. We live in an age where discord, disrespect, and confrontation seem to be more and more the norm. Many of us are losing respect for one another and getting increasingly frustrated with unresolved conflict situations. Even worse, most people don’t possess the skills necessary to help them resolve interpersonal conflicts when they arise. That circumstance not only negatively impacts life on a personal level, but it also negatively impacts the need for civility in American society.

The unadorned truth is that, now more than ever, we need each other. In the last decade, corporations have learned the hard way that sharing is more effective and productive than individualism, and cooperation and teamwork have surpassed cutthroat competition. That realization is no less true in other institutions of all stripes. It has finally dawned on these organizations that we cannot, and must not try, to go it alone or Lily Tomlin’s description will surely apply: “We are all in this together by ourselves.”

The new rules for organizations apply to individuals (it could be more appropriate stated the other way around). Tongue Fu! isn’t about knowing what to say to someone in order to get even or come out on top. On the other hand, neither is it about turning and running—avoiding conflict at all costs. Tongue Fu! is about resolving conflict by knowing precisely what to say and do; it’s about reaching out instead of putting down. It’s learning to make the big stick an olive branch. Doing so will require seeking new partners and making new friends—sometimes with old antagonists. That isn’t always easy, but remember this: You don’t have to be in love to dance.

In many ways, it’s a shame that these skills were never taught in school, but in this valuable book Sam Horn provides a specific road map for cooperation and conflict resolution. She gives practical examples of how to employ skills that most people never learned anywhere else—not in school, not from parents, not from employers. This book is not just for people of all ages, but a book whose message is ageless. Read, learn, and enjoy.

Don Cameron, executive director

National Education Association, 1983–2001

February 2004
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“When you drink the water, remember the well.”

—Chinese proverb
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[image: 0002]


Introduction

In every Tongue Fu! program in the last ten years, someone will raise his or her hand and ask, “Why didn’t we learn this stuff in school?”

Good question. We’re taught the Three Rs (Reading, ’Riting, and ’Rithmetic), but we’re not taught the important fourth and fifth Rs— Respect and Resolution. We’re taught about verbs and adverbs; however, we’re not taught that there are certain words that cause conflict. We study foreign languages; however, we don’t study how to use our own language to get along better with others.

That’s what this book is about. I believe learning how to treat each other with respect is just as important as math, science, and history. Getting along with people is a byproduct of constructive communication, and it is a skill that can be taught. Not only can it be taught—it should be taught!

Lee Iacocca said, “If you can’t get along with people, you don’t belong in this business, because that’s all we have around here.” Face it: If we can’t get along with people, we may feel we don’t belong anywhere. Are your interpersonal skills an asset or an albatross? Can you communicate in a way that commands the favorable interest, respect, and cooperation of the people you deal with?

As educators, we often tell students to “use your words.” The problem is, many of us don’t know what words to use to express ourselves and to resolve differences. As a result, we either get tongue-tied and say nothing at all, or we get tongue-twisted and say something that makes things worse. Neither reaction helps. That’s where Tongue Fu! comes in.


Tongue Fu! Is Constructive Communication


“Once a human being has arrived on this earth, communication is the largest single factor determining what kinds of relationships he makes with others and what happens to him.” —Virginia Satir



So what exactly is Tongue Fu!? First, let’s clarify what it’s not. I was flying to New York as part of a Tongue Fu! media tour, and needed to prep for a TV interview the next morning. I pulled my copy of the book out of my purse to double-check a quote. A woman across the aisle from me glanced at the cover, grabbed the book out of my hands and exclaimed, “That looks interesting. Tell me what it’s about!”

I answered with a smile, “Well, it’s how to handle difficult individuals— without becoming one ourselves.”

“Ohhh,” she said, “I wish I’d had that book on the plane before this one. I was seated next to the most obnoxious man. I could have used your book. I would have hit him with it!”

The Goal of Tongue Fu! Is to Create Cooperation


“What do you think of Western civilization?” —Reporter

“I think it’s a good idea.” —Mahatma Gandhi



Tongue Fu! is not about hitting back, getting back, getting mad, or getting even. It is not about putting people in their place. It’s about putting ourselves in the other person’s place so we can respond with compassion rather than contempt. It is not about giving people a piece of our mind. It’s about giving ourselves peace of mind by being able to handle challenging situations at that moment, instead of thinking of the perfect response on the way home.

Tongue Fu! is a verbal form of Kung Fu!. Like martial artists, our goal is to promote peace by deflecting, disarming, and defusing aggression. We don’t go looking for fights, and if someone picks a fight with us, we don’t flail back and make things worse. We use our “martial arts for the mind and mouth” to neutralize hostility and increase harmony.

Tongue Fu! is a civilized approach to communication. It is a form of verbal diplomacy that helps us 1) focus on solutions rather than fault, and 2) set a positive precedent for courtesy that motivates others to respond in kind. By using these integrity-based concepts, we can demonstrate to others that not only is it possible to work and live together cooperatively, it’s advantageous for everyone involved.

Read It and Reap


“The object of education isn’t knowledge—it’s action.” —Thomas Kempis



I know you’re busy, so this book doesn’t waste time on abstract theories that don’t work in the real world. Platitudes don’t help much when someone is yelling at us or blaming us for something that’s not our fault.

You’re about to learn thirty ways to fast-forward through frustration, turn impatience into empathy, handle hassles with appropriate humor, think on your feet, keep your cool under fire, and continue to care—even if other people don’t.

Each chapter is kept short so you can dip in and derive value, even if you only have a few minutes to spare. Program participants have asked that this book be written for both educators and students—so you’ll find the examples and suggestions relevant whether you’re a principal or professor, counselor or coach, teacher, tenth-grader, or parent of a tenth-grader.

Each chapter wraps up with an action plan and a Tongue Fu! tip for teens. It is my fondest hope that this book be used as a textbook in high school and college classrooms. People from all walks of life have told me they wished they’d learned this before. As one participant said regretfully, “If only I’d learned this sooner, I could have prevented so many hurt feelings, saved so many relationships.”

A favorite teacher once told me, “A short pencil is better than a long memory.” Please study this book with pen in hand. When you read an idea that’s particularly relevant for you, write it on an index card and post it on your computer, class bulletin board, or refrigerator at home. You’ve heard the saying, “Out of sight, out of mind?” Keep these visual reminders “in sight, in mind” where you’ll see them frequently throughout the day so you can hold yourself accountable for turning intentions into action.


Learn from Others


“We should learn from the mistakes of others. We don’t have time to make them all ourselves.” —Groucho Marx



Thank you to everyone who so willingly provided the examples you’ll find throughout this book. It’s said, “A doctor is a shortcut to health; a coach is a shortcut to peak performance; a teacher is a shortcut to knowledge.” These contributors generously agreed to share their mistakes and lessons learned in the hopes that their trial-and-error learning would be a shortcut to your success in getting along with others.

You may think Tongue Fu! is idealistic. It is, and it works. Thousands of Tongue Fu! graduates are proof that we can create less stressful, more satisfying relationships with others if we are willing to act with integrity and treat people with the respect they want, need, and deserve.

Ready to begin? Turn the page, and let’s go.





PART I




Use Language that Establishes Rapport

“Sticks and stones can break my bones, but words can break my heart.”

—ROBERT FULGHUM







1

Language expert William Safire was once asked, “Is sloppy communication due to ignorance or apathy?”

His tongue-in-cheek answer? “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”

Connect (vs. Cancel) What’s Been Said

I think most of us do care about how we communicate. We want to get along with people. What we may not know is that we often use “trigger” words that cause people to feel criticized, cut off, blamed, or shamed. The next thing we know, we have an upset person on our hands, and that wasn’t even our intent.

This section identifies several of the most commonly used trigger words and suggests how we can replace these “Words to Lose” with “Words to Use” so we can prevent conflict and promote cooperation.

Avoid Argumentative Words


“Words hang like wash on the line, blowing in the winds of the mind.” —Rameshwar Das



While filling out some emergency contact forms at my sons’ high school, I watched a situation unfold that showed the damage our first Word to Lose can cause.


A woman walked up to the counter next to me and told the administrative assistant, “My name is Rene Wilson. I have an appointment to see the principal.”

The school secretary checked the principal’s schedule and said, “Oh yes, Mrs. Wilson, I see you’re scheduled to meet with him at 3:00, but he won’t be able to make it.”

Mrs. Wilson, perturbed, said, “But I set up this appointment a week ago. I took time off work to be here this afternoon.”

The school employee said, “I’m sorry, but the principal was called away to an emergency school board meeting.”

Mrs. Wilson persisted, “But why wasn’t I called? I went out of my way to make time for this meeting. The least you could have done was notify me.”

The school secretary replied, “I know, but the principal didn’t even find out until a half hour ago . . .” and back and forth they went.

When I left, they were still arguing. Why? They both kept using the word but, which sets up a right-wrong interaction that turns discussions into disputes.

The Word But Antagonizes


“You can’t build a relationship with a hammer.” — Anonymous



Think about it. How would you feel if someone told you:


	“I hear what you’re saying, but. . . .”

	“You did a good job raising your class’s test scores, but. . . . ”

	“I realize your students were looking forward to the field trip, but	. . . . ”

	“Yeah, we agreed to plant trees to have shade on the playground, but. . . . ”



Do you see and hear how the word “but” cancels out what was said before? If someone uses a but when responding to us, they’ve just negated our point of view. If we use but when we reply to them, we’ve contradicted what they’ve said. That word is like a verbal hammer because it pits people as adversaries.


The Word And Acknowledges


“All the mistakes I have made, all the errors I have committed, have been the result of action without thought.” —office poster



What can we say instead so we don’t end up arguing with people? We must think before we speak and replace the destructive word but with the constructive word and. The beauty of the word and is it acknowledges different points of view instead of arguing with them. Instead of setting up an either/or conflict, it lets each person’s statement stand.

The school employee could have graciously expedited that situation by saying, “You’re right, Mrs. Wilson, you did have an appointment with the principal, and I’m sorry he’s not here to meet with you. He was called away for an emergency meeting. Would you like to reschedule for another time? And once again, please accept my apologies.”

Look at the phrases below that now feature the word and. Imagine how different it would feel to be on the receiving end.


	“I hear what you’re saying, and we tried starting PTA meetings at six and a lot of parents couldn’t make it. Do you have any suggestions on how we could shorten the meetings so we’re finished by eight?”

	“You did a good job raising your class’s test scores, and we’ll do an even better job improving their math skills.”

	“I realize your students were looking forward to the field trip and then the prices of the bus went up. Do you have any ideas on how we could raise the extra money so we can afford to go?”

	“Yeah, we agreed to plant trees to have shade on the playground and then the company that was going to donate the trees backed out. Do you know any landscaping companies who might be willing to contribute a few saplings?”



The Word And Advances Conversations


“The happiness of your life depends upon the quality of your thoughts.” —Marcus Aurelius




The healthiness of our relationships depends on the quality of our language. You’ve heard the adage, “It’s not what we say, it’s how we say it”? Actually, it’s both what we say and how we say it. While discussing this Word to Lose in a public seminar, a woman with a rather stunned look on her face spoke up. “I’m an English teacher. I’ve been telling students that but is a conjunction . . . for twenty-five years! I’ve realized it isn’t a conjunction. It doesn’t build on phrases; it blocks them out. ‘I know this book is outdated, but it’s on the reading list, so you’re going to have to read it anyway.’ ‘Yes, it’s Homecoming tonight, but you’re still not getting excused early.’ ‘I realize you put a lot of time and effort into this essay, but it’s full of typos.’ Do you know what I just realized?” she said, still in a semistate of shock. “I’ve been teaching English. . . . I haven’t been teaching communication.”

Interesting distinction. We learn how to use past, present, and future tense, however we don’t learn how to communicate with people so they don’t take offense. Getting rid of but is one way we can stop needlessly offending people.

Turn Heated Debates into Discussions


“The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time.” —F. Scott Fitzgerald



The test of a first-rate relationship is the ability of two people to hold opposing opinions at the same time without becoming enemies. It can be done as long as both people use the word and when stating their point of view. As soon as one person uses the word but, we’re on our way to an argument because the implication is, “My way is better than your way, and your way is wrong.”

From now on, if you and another person are quarrelling, take a minute to stop, step back, and think about what’s happening. One or both of you is probably using but. Many of us are startled to discover we use but almost every time we speak. It’s become a habitual space filler—something we insert between sentences without thinking. Once we became aware of how often we say it, we realize that by rebutting the other person’s statement, we’re not really listening—we’re just waiting for our turn to talk so we can “prove” our opinion is better.


As soon as we substitute the word and for but, our conversations become less contentious and more courteous. Instead of trying to make people “see the error of their ways,” we start treating their beliefs with respect. We may not agree with what they’re saying; however, we see them as having a different point of view—instead of seeing them as being difficult.

A principal said changing this one word has made a great difference in his communications with faculty. “A teacher stormed into my office as soon as she received her class list, ‘How could you do this to me?! I’ve got thirty kids in my class . . . and no teacher’s aide!’

“I was about to tell her, ‘Sorry, but our budget got slashed,’ when I realized that wouldn’t help. Instead I said, ‘Yes, you were supposed to have an assistant teacher, and we won’t be able to hire any additional staff. I’m sorry. I know you have a large class and deserve to have an aide.’ She calmed down a little and said, ‘But you promised I’d have help.’ I told her, ‘You’re right, I did, and the district said no more hiring for the rest of the year. Please believe me, if there was anything I could do about this, I would.’ Did the word and magically make the conflict disappear? No. Did it help it from becoming worse? Yes.”

Language Matters


“Of course I’m yelling. That’s because I’m wrong.” —Leslie Charles



A school counselor told me, “I have a student who used to come in several times a week. He was either troubled about something or in trouble for something. He often had a hundred reasons why whatever was going wrong wasn’t his fault.

“The first thing I did was point out a poster on my wall that has the word BUT in a big red circle with a slash through it, and let him know that word’s not allowed in my office—and that goes for me too. In the beginning, he thought I was loo-loo; however after awhile he got into it because I let him catch me in the act.

“Instead of shooting down everything I said with ‘But he started it,’ or ‘But the teacher’s got it in for me,’ the word and forced him to see things differently. He started listening instead of dismissing. If he was yelling, it forced him to think about what he was saying, which calmed him down. Instead of being defiant and taking exception to everything I said, he started giving it a chance. Changing that one little word made such a big difference in his attitude.”

Starting today, put yourself on high alert for the word but. When you find it on the tip of your tongue, Tongue Fu! it and use and instead. You’ll find you can discuss emotionally charged topics without escalating into a fight. You’ll both feel heard instead of hassled, and the two of you can move forward to a resolution instead of going back and forth trying to establish who’s right and who’s not.

Tongue Fu! Tip for Teens

I guarantee, if you keep using the word “but,” you’ll end up in arguments with teachers and parents because that word makes them feel you’re making excuses. For example, “Yeah, I was supposed to bring my gym clothes today, but. . . . ” Replace it with and, and they’ll often back off and stop giving you a hard time because they’ll feel you’re being accountable. Try this instead, “I’m sorry, I know I was supposed to bring gym clothes today, and I’ll make a note to myself to make sure to bring them tomorrow.”

Action Plan for Connect (vs. Cancel) What’s Been Said

A student who was out sick the last week of the semester didn’t turn in an important project and is going to fail the class. She feels she shouldn’t be penalized because she was too ill to do her schoolwork. You feel it was her or her family’s responsibility to at least contact the school to explain the circumstances.




	Words to Lose
	Words to Use





	You use a trigger word that sets up a negative reaction.
“I heard a rumor that you had mono, but no one called me.”
	You use a positive phrase to keep the conversation constructive.
“I’m sorry to hear you had mono, and if you need to miss school, it’s your responsibility to contact us.”



	You use the word “but” which sets up an adversarial relationship because the other person feels you’re not listening.
“I understand you were in bed, but you could have had one of your parents get in touch with us.”
	You use the word “and” which acknowledges the other person’s feelings and point of view and makes her feel heard.
“I understand you were in bed, and if something like this happens again, please have one of your parents call.”



	You continue to use “but” which escalates this into an argument.
“I am listening, but the point is, even though you were sick, you still need a plan for getting the assignments done now.”
	You continue to use “and” which moves the conversation forward to a resolution.
“I understand you were too sick to finish your assignments, and now I need to know your plan to complete your homework.”



	You keep using “but” which makes the other person angrier.
“I do care, but I’m tired of hearing excuses.”
	You keep using “and” which gives the other person incentive to cooperate.
“Okay, you’ll have the essay done by Friday, and the book report by Monday.”
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“We don’t teach people by telling them what they did wrong. We teach people by telling them how to do it right.”

—Tongue Fu!’ism

Coach (vs. Criticize) Performance

What do you do when students make a mistake? Do you tell them what they should have done?

This is a natural response, especially for educators and parents, because we think it’s our job to point out mistakes so students can correct them. Please change this perception once and for all. Corrections come across as criticism. Telling students (or anyone) what they should have done makes them feel bad and doesn’t teach or motivate them to do better.

Shape, Don’t Shame Behavior


“When I’m right no one remembers; when I’m wrong, no one forgets.” —Doug Harvey, baseball umpire



My teenaged son, Tom, walked in the house after his first on-the- road driving lesson and threw down his backpack. “How’d it go, Tom?” I asked. “What’d you learn?”


“I didn’t learn anything,” he said in frustration. “My driving instructor never says anything. He just sits there and waits for me to make a mistake, and then tells me what I did wrong.”

“He doesn’t teach you how to parallel park or anything?” I asked incredulously.

“No,” Tom shrugged. “He never says a word unless I mess up, and then he jumps all over me and tells me I shouldn’t have rolled through the stop sign or something like that. That’s it.”

What an unfortunate example of ineffective teaching. Not only was Tom not learning how to be a good driver, he was being turned into a Nervous Nelly who felt like he couldn’t do anything right. Yikes.

Be a Coach, Not a Critic


“The secret of education lies in respecting the pupil.” —Ralph Waldo Emerson



Think about it. When people do something bad and we tell them what they should have done—they will resent us even if what we’re saying is true. (A principal in New York once laughed out loud when I said this and added, “They will resent us especially if what we’re saying is true!”)

Why? The word should usually pertains to the past. Do you know anyone who can undo the past? People feel helpless when they are told what they should have done because they can’t go back and erase their error. Even if what we’re saying is true, it’s tactless.

That’s why, when people make a mistake, it’s more constructive to focus on how they can handle this better in the future, ask how they’re going to keep this from happening from now on, or suggest how they can do it right next time. By emphasizing or asking how they’re going to do it correctly next time instead of scolding them for doing it incorrectly this time, we are shaping their behavior rather than shaming it. Now they are learning instead of losing face. This is the key to being a coach instead of a critic.

Look for the Lesson


“Nothing is a waste of time if you use the experience wisely.” —Auguste Rodin




When we tell students what they did wrong, they often retreat and withdraw. Our criticism crushes their spirit and curbs their curiosity. They don’t want to risk looking like a fool, so they remove themselves from the “playing field” so they don’t have to worry about being humiliated in front of peers. In school, that means they become reluctant to ask or answer questions because they don’t want to chance looking “stupid.”

A fundamental principle of teaching is “Reward the effort, coach the result.” Instead of shutting students down by telling them what they were supposed to do or say, suggest a better alternative or use the Socratic method to guide them through an exploratory process so they can produce a better answer. That turns mistakes into insightful lessons instead of immobilizing failures, which is the essence of teaching.

We Don’t Motivate People to Perform Better by Making Them Feel Bad


“Correction does much, but encouragement does more.” —Goethe



A teacher told me, “It’s not only students who don’t like to be told what they should have done. That word triggers memories of my mom shaking her finger in my face and nagging me with, ‘Lisa, you should have done this. You shouldn’t have done that.’ I have such a negative knee-jerk reaction to that word. I can’t hear it without growling inside.”

Do you have a similar reaction? Imagine someone said to you:


	“You should have turned in your attendance report after homeroom.”

	“You should have brought that up in that faculty meeting.”

	“You should have turned in your requests last Friday.”



Chances are, you already know what you should have done, and these after-the-fact criticisms are the verbal equivalent of beating a dead horse. From now on, turn reprimands into recommendations. Imagine how you would feel if the above statements were rephrased as follows:


	“From now on, could you please make sure someone brings your attendance reports to the office right after homeroom?”

	“In the future, if you have questions about school activities, could you please bring them up in the faculty meeting? Other staff may be wondering about the same things and we could clear up any confusion then.”

	“Next time you need an overhead projector and screen, could you please submit your request to the office by the previous Friday so we can be sure to save one for you?”



See the difference? These more helpful responses suggest how to do it properly instead of rubbing our face in the fact that we did it improperly. They give us the incentive and information to try again, more efficiently. The word should chastises our poor performance, which leads to resentment, self-recriminations, regrets, retreat, and withdrawal. The words next time, from now on, and in the future allow us to save face (instead of lose face) and inspire us to improve our performance.

Mistakes Are Doorways to Discovery


“Man, did he make a wrong mistake.” —Yogi Berra



A participant in one of my public seminars wasn’t convinced. “What if a staff member’s made an expensive error that’s going to cost us a lot of time and money? If I don’t point out the consequences of their actions, they won’t understand the seriousness of the situation.”

Once again, remind yourself that reiterating how badly someone blew it doesn’t undo what happened and doesn’t motivate them to take action—it motivates them to feel worse and to resent you for “dumping” on them. It may be tempting and temporarily satisfying to let off steam, however it could permanently damage your relationship because the target of your recrimination may never forgive you for making a bad situation worse.

An





Don’t Should, Suggest








Tongue Fu! Tip for Teens


Action Plan for Coach (vs. Criticize) Performance





	Words to Lose
	Words to Use





	You focus on the mistake and what he did wrong.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were having problems?”
	You focus on the lesson and ask how he can make it right.
“What are you going to do to bring this grade up?”



	You use the word should and scold him for his error.
“You should have studied harder instead of watching TV”
	You use the words from now on and shape his behavior.
“From now on, the TV doesn’t go on until homework’s done.”



	You continue should’ing on your son and criticizing.
“You should have asked your teacher for help if you didn’t understand the assignments.”
	You use the words next time so you’re coaching.
“Next time you don’t understand the assignment, what are you going to do differently?”



	You continue focusing on the past and he feels like a failure.
“I’m very disappointed in you.”
	You focus on the future and he learns a lesson.
“What are you going to do now?”
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