Conversation Circles

Runni ng head: LEARNI NG THROUGH CONVERSATI ON

Conversation Circles as a tool to help supervisors |earn and
apply coaching within the managenent context:
An action research project
John | nman
Oregon State University
Graduat e School of Education

Corval lis, Oegon

A person experiences |life as sonething separated fromthe
rest - a kind of optical delusion of consciousness. Qur
task must be to free ourselves fromthis self-inposed

pri son, and through conpassion, to find the reality of

Oneness. -- Albert Einstein
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Abst ract
In the food and beverage departnment at Spirit Muntain Casino,
si nply sendi ng supervisors to classes w thout continuous support
of the | essons |earned has not proven effective in hel ping
supervisors grow into effective coaches. This study introduced
weekl y conversation sessions for supervisors designed to help
t hem expl ore i ssues and concepts involving supervision in an
informal setting. My prediction was that weekly conversation
circles supporting supervisor |earning would hel p supervisors
integrate and exhi bit coaching attributes into their every day
practice of managenent. During the research study, | confirned
that the conversation circles did help supervisors apply what
they had learned in other settings as well as help themlearn to
construct their own know edge. Unexpected experiences within the
conversation circles also produced sonme undesirable results that
di d not support ny hypothesis. The short |ength of the study
produced m xed results with sonme support of nmy hypot hesis and
some not supporting my hypothesis. Inplications for application
of conversation circles are discussed as well as insights on

inform ng ny practi ce.
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Conversation Circles as a tool to help supervisors |earn and
apply coaching within the managenent context:
An action research project
Conversational |earning has evol ved out of experiential
| earning theory (Kolb, 1984) and with the ancient human
tradition of circling for conversation is the foundation of the
conversation circles designed and delivered in this study. After
an extensive literature review, | have found little research on
conversation as |earning outside of the work done by Baker,
Jensen, & Kolb, (2002) in their new text on conversational
| ear ni ng.
Backgr ound
In the world of conplex plans and processes, nost
successful change starts with a sinple conversation between
people with shared interests. Societies are transfornmed and
communities created through the sinple act of friends talking
toget her. Tal king together in conversation is far nore than
peopl e expressing opposing points of view as in a discussion; it
is truly a dance in which people turn around together in a heart
felt sharing of ideas, feelings, and enotions (Inman, 2002). The
organi zations within which I have worked and those with which
have worked, consistently conplain of poor comrunication as the
source of many of their organizational problens. Yet at the sane
time, few have really understood how to solve the problem
Increasing e-mails, directives, nmenos, newsletters,
posti ngs, and announcenents seemto be comon in the attenpt to

i mprove comruni cation. Al of these conmunication techniques
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represent one-way conmuni cation and are not experiential in
nature. It is ny belief that the one-way nature of these
comuni cation techniques is the very reason they do not sol ve
t he communi cati on problens they are designed to solve. The
conversation circles represented in this paper are founded in
group dynam cs and are experiential in nature. | believe that it
is the experiential nature of conversation that hel ps people in
organi zations | earn and grow together |eading to energence of
new i nnovations and sustainability of the organization.

There are four main concepts involved in ny investigation.
Experiential |earning theory, conversational | earning,
conversation circles, and coaching are each reviewed in the
fol | ow ng paragraphs.

Experiential Learning Theory

"Learning is the process whereby know edge is created
t hrough the transformati on of experience. Know edge results from
t he conbi nati on of grasping experience and transformng it"
(Kol b, 1984, p. 41). For the purposes of this paper, learning is
experientially based in a group setting.

Conver sational Learning

“Conversational |earning represents a neeting point of
mul ti pl e individual voices woven into an interconnected whol e.
Mut ual i nterdependence resides at the heart of valuing the | ocal
truth of each of these voices for social |earning through
conversation” (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2002, p. 43).

Conversation Circles

Conversation circles conbine the experiential |earning
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attri butes of conversational [earning with an infornmal gathering
of supervisors in a circle. | found the foundation for com ng
together in circle for conversation in Baldw n (1997) where she
descri bes,

The circle, or council, is an ancient formof neeting that
has gat hered human beings into respectful conversation for
t housands of years. The circle has served as the foundation
for many cultures. In sone areas of the world this
tradition remains intact, but in other societies it has
been nearly forgotten [as in the United States]. She
further explains, .whatever the setting, what makes a
nmeeting into a circle is the willingness of people to shift
frominformal socializing or opinionated discussion into a
receptive attitude of thoughtful speaking and deep
listening often referred to as "the sacred space of
council ."
Qur supervisors net in circle for conversation about topics
i nvol vi ng professional devel opnent, specifically coaching.
Conversation starters or questions that natter are posed by the
i ndividuals in the conversation circle or by the facilitator as
a catal yst for conversation.
Coachi ng
Ray Smith, CEO of Bell-Atlantic as quoted in Crane (1999)
expl ains, "To create a high-performance team we nust replace
typi cal managenment activities |ike supervising, checking,
nmonitoring, and controlling with new behaviors |ike coaching and

comuni cating [conversation]"” (p. 16). Coaching is a | eadership
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process of devel opi ng capacities and capabilities in team
menbers for grow h and perfornmance. Coaching is based on
conversation and is not a unidirectional conmunication approach
to managenent found in nore traditional settings. Coaching
assunes that the teamis intelligent and has a substantial stake
in the performance of the organi zation. People are treated with
courtesy and respect and participate in decisions that effect
their work. Crane (1999) expl ains coaching as,

A conprehensi ve comruni cati on process in which the coach

provi des performance feedback to the coachee. Topics

i ncl ude broad, work-related di nensions of performance

(personal, interpersonal, or technical) that affect the

coachee's ability and willingness to contribute to

meani ngf ul personal and organi zational goals. (p. 31)

Hypot heses
In this paper | explore the researchabl e question, "Do

weekly conversation circles supporting supervisor |earning help
supervisors integrate and exhibit coaching attributes into their
every day practice of managenent?" | al so expl ore whet her these
supervisors learn to think out of the rigid policy and procedure
framework within which they have | earned to manage. Specifically
| tested the foll ow ng hypotheses with a group of 22
partici pating supervisors and managers fromnultiple departnents
within Spirit Muntain Casino.

Hypot hesis 1. The nore conversations on coaching in which
supervisors participate, the better they are able to apply

coaching attributes in their practice.
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Hypot hesi s 2. Conversations on coaching in which
supervisors participate help supervisors be able to construct
new i deas and know edge that will help theminprove their
ability to supervise and nanage within a coachi ng franmeworKk.

Hypot hesis 3. The nore conversations on coaching in which
supervisors participate, the better they are at critically
t hi nki ng beyond the rigid policies and procedures w thin which
t hey have | earned to nanage.

Met hod

Sanpl e

22 managers and supervisors participated in this series of
conversation circles. My participation brought this figure to
23. | schedul ed 3 sessions per week starting on 10/25/02. The
sessions continued through 12/20/02. | scheduled a total of 19
sessions and 16 were held. Participation in the conversation
circles ranged fromtwo participants per session to eight with
the nean being 4.56 participants, the median being 5
partici pants, and the node being 5 participants.

| ndi vi dual participation ranged from 15 sessions by ne to
one session by other participants. The nmean of individual
participation was 2.96 sessions, with the nedian being 2, and
the node being 1. 13 of the participants were fromthe food and
beverage departnment and 10 were from ot her departnents.
Measur es

As a qualitative research project, data were collected via
a questionnaire provided at the end of the series of

conversation circles (see Appendix A), nuneric data based on
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participation in Table 1, and observational data collected by ne
during each conversation circle. Qut of 22 partici pant
guestionnaires | sent out, | received 11 back. | included a
total of ten questions on the questionnaire. The questionnaire
asked for a nuneric score on each of three of the questions
based on a scale of one to ten with one being a weak correl ati on
and ten being a strong correlation. The other seven questions
and the three nuneric questions asked for subjective coments.

O the 11 questionnaires returned, three participants attended
one session each, one participant attended two sessions, three
partici pants attended three sessions each, one parti ci pant
attended five sessions, and three participants attended seven
sessions each. This data is represented in Table 2.

| was able to directly collect observational data from 15
of the 16 sessions held. | was absent from one session and
recei ved data fromny appointed facilitator.

Resul ts

| believe that the short duration of the sessions and the
vari abl e nunber of people that participated |lent to inconclusive
results for ny hypotheses. However, | believe that | discovered
sonme very inportant insights as well as saw sone out st andi ng
br eakt hroughs. Fromthe data collected and ny observati ons,
believe that | discovered sonme support for ny hypotheses. | feel
that with the insights | have gained and a | onger duration for
t he conversation circles, | would have nore concl usive results.

There is an indication that there is some |evel of

rel ati onshi p between nunber of sessions attended and the val ue
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derived fromthe sessions as shown in Table 2. | believe that I
woul d need nore data to conclude that there is a positive
rel ati onshi p between nunber of sessions and the val ue added.
Therefore, Hypothesis 1 (the nore conversations on coaching in
whi ch supervisors participate, the better they are able to |earn
coaching attributes) and 2 (the nore conversati ons on coachi ng
in which supervisors participate, the better they are able to
apply coaching attributes in their practice) are slightly
supported based on nuneric data collected on the questionnaire.
The data in Table 3 seens to provide support for question 3 on
the questionnaire (Do new i deas energe in conversation that
i nproves your ability to be an effective supervisor/ manager?),
whi ch al so provi des sone support for Hypothesis 2.

One participant, who attended five sessions, provided sone
insight into the need for a |longer duration for the conversation
circles. She said in response to question 1 (Does the
conversation circle format help you apply the new know edge and
i deas?), see Appendix A, "The ones | have attended have been
i nformative but have not really been | ong enough to determ ne
how | have been able to apply". She provided the one nuneric
score of (3) to the first question. She al so said when asked
about what she val ued nopst about participation in conversations
with peers, see Appendix A "The feeling of not being al one and
realizing we have peers we can utilize as resources"”.

Even though there was not a strong correlation for
Hypothesis 1 fromthe data coll ected, observations support at

| east one outstanding transformation in observabl e performance.
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One of the respondents that participated in seven sessions was
on the verge of severe disciplinary action at the begi nning of
the conversation circles. He was highly autocratic, tense and
managed through intimdation. By the end of the sessions, he
began to nake a turnaround towards coaching and at the tinme of
the witing of this paper, he is now one of our |eading coaches
in the departnment. He stated in response to question 3, "Many
times you gain a new perspective on itens that you face daily
and can attenpt to try new things". My observation is that he
did indeed try new things and they did work. | find this to be
nmore than | could have hoped for in such a short period of tine.

Hypot hesis 3 (The nore conversations on coaching in which
supervi sors participate, the better they are at critically
t hi nki ng beyond the rigid policies and procedures w thin which
t hey have | earned to nanage.) proved to be a difficult chall enge
to gauge. | did not find clear support for this hypothesis and |
feel nmore sessions would be needed to begin to see change in
this arena. However, sone of the topics that evolved into
conversations provided a glinpse into inprovenents in critical
t hi nki ng. One partici pant when asked what she val ued nost about
t he sessions stated,

The experiences they [the other participants] have are nost

hel pful. I find it useful when supervisors discuss specific

exanpl es of issues that conme up and/or how they handle a

gi ven situation. These often beconme the common thread that

weaves t hroughout the conversation.

The thread of conversation that devel ops suggests critical
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thinking as it reflects nore than sinply a statenent of what is.
| believe that threaded conversation is a result of reflection
and an indication of |earning.

Di scussi on
Summary of Results

My central prediction was that "weekly conversation circles
supporting supervisor |earning help supervisors integrate and
exhi bit coaching attributes into their every day practice of
managenent”. This was somewhat confirmed for those who attended
5 or nore sessions.

My predictions of inmproved critical thinking and
construction of know edge were not well supported in this study.
Further time invested in regularly schedul ed sessions m ght
provide the tinme to observe and confirmthese predictions.

| did not perceive evidence that would di sprove of ny
predictions. Predictions were supported or not support ed.
| nsi ghts Gai ned

My commtnent to conversation has been nothi ng but
reinforced during the research and the |ast few nonths of
application. Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, (2002) support these
i nsi ghts when they said,

Conversation can serve as an essential foundation for

mut ual trust and sharing of experiences anong nenbers of an

or gani zati on. Wen organi zati onal spaces such as

communities of practice and sel f-organi zing teans energe,
conversation can catal yze visions, innovations for new

devel opnent, and learning. (p. 4)
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My work in conversation circles and that of infusing
conversation back into the organi zation has reinforced ny
commtnment to conversation as experiential learning. If ny
intent in this research was to informny practice in
or gani zati onal devel opnment and training, | have nore than
achi eved nmy objective. Conducting conversation circles was a
chal | enge and stretched ny know edge and under st andi ng of
learning in a group setting.

As | reflect on the conversation circle experience, | would
like to address the issue of attendance in the sessions.
Vari abl e attendance turned out to be a continuous concern and
total |lack of participation caused the cancellation of two
sessions. There are a couple of factors that | believe reflect
the relatively low turnout at these sessions. First and
forenost, there were only 12 supervisors targeted for attendance
fromthe Food and Beverage departnent outside of nme. 12
supervisors are not a |large population to draw off of when there
are three different sessions per week to acconmodate a 24/7
operation. The small popul ation for supervisors is one reason
that | opened the sessions up to other departnents. Second was
the | ack of managenent support for the sessions. | believe that
there needed to be a strong nanagenent statenent to get the
format of f the ground and that was not forthcoming. Third |
al | oned one out spoken individual to take the conversation circle
off topic. | did not act soon enough to bring this person back
on topic. | believe poor nmanagenent support and dilution of

popul ation due to nultiple sessions primarily caused poor
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attendance. | also believe that one session per week woul d have
been better although it m ght have been an inconveni ence to
sone.

| entered the conversation circle process with a belief
that active facilitation would not be necessary to sustain
heal t hy conversations. | could not have been nore w ong.
Fortunately, preparedness saved nme sone unconfortabl e | apses.
cane prepared with a set of questions to drive conversation in
case ny participants were unconfortable generating their own
conversations. | actively used these questions and directly
facilitated conversations for nost of the sessions.

As | continued research on this format, | found that
conversation starters, topics or questions that mater, help
generate heal thy conversation. Brown and |saacs (1996) state
that "Strategic questions create di ssonance between current
experiences and beliefs while evoking new possibilities for
col | ective discovery” (p. 4). Supervisors in the sessions
responded positively to carefully crafted strategic questions
whi ch seened to hel p them di scover neani ngful conversation
Wheat |l ey (1999) discusses discovering what’s neani ngful. She
expl ai ns,

|'ve conme to believe that both individual and

organi zati onal change start fromthe sanme need, the need to

di scover what's neaningful to them People will change only

if they believe that a new insight, a new idea, or a new

formis inportant to them (section IIl, ¥ 2).

During an early session, ny following insights reflect ny
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| earni ng about the use of strategic questions when | reflected,
"It is clear to ne that | need to be prepared with a set of
guestions every tine designed to disturb the system and al so
bring into the conversation resources to share".

During the sessions, | learned that holding the group to
topic would turn out to be a major task for nme. One of ny nore
vocal and bright participants took us on paths that | should not
have al |l owed, which led to frustration on the part of other
partici pants. Wen asked what she found nost chal | engi ng about
the conversation circles, one participant said,

| have been in conversations that | have thought to be very

negative and I have been in conversations that surround

i ssues that are in the distant past; these kinds of

conversations are my greatest chall enge. The biggest

problemthat | have with these kinds of conversations is
that generally once a person or group gets into that
particular mndset-its is difficult if not inpossible to
change the direction.

| found that opposing points of view are critical, however
nmonopol i zati on of the conversation by an individual will kill
participation and the conversation circle format. Controlling
the topic has certainly emerged as a difficult task for ne as an
active facilitator nurturing a conversation circle.

As | have noved into creating new spaces for conversation
| have been very careful to act as a control valve to keep the
conversation on the topic to which everyone has agreed. At the

sane tinme, | believe that a forumfor peers to voice concerns in
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a confidential format is very healthy. | will propose an
alternative format for this type of conversation if this issue
ari ses again.

One of my concerns when enbarking upon this project was ny
tendency to act as a content expert. If | were to create a
constructivist context, it would be inportant for me to | et
ot hers construct the conversations and their own |earning. | was
not entirely successful in this and as | further researched,
this may not have been inconsistent with starting a new
conversation format. | reflected after one session,

.oy ability to question and to facilitate was critical to

t he conversation. | do not think that this is a created

inflation of my belief in the need for nme to do so. | feel

that some team nenbers have a |arge growth curve in the
concepts of supervision and ny input, as a content expert
at tinmes is necessary. As people’ s know edge and or
confidence in participation evolve, | hope ny role of
content expert will dimnish.

It was heartening that in several sessions, conversation
energed as | had envisioned. The perception of a participant at
a later session reflects this sentiment when she said,
"Conversation Circle was great this norning! As you envisioned,

t he conversations sinply energed and evolved on their own". As a
group matures, | believe that this is the natural state of
conversation

When the sessions canme to an end, | had gai ned many

insights into | eadi ng conversation and creating a space for
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conversation. | have found that the group nmust cone together for
a comon purpose or the group loses its way. Weatl ey (1999)
expl ains, “We seek to connect with and work with those whose
self-interest seens to include our self-interest. W affiliate
with those who share a simlar sense of what is inportant”
(section Il, § 2). Distracting directions nust be kept out of
the conversation. My belief is that a kind but firmhand is
necessary to hel p generate the nonmentum necessary for
conversation to be sustainable.

G ven these insights, | believe that if a community or
organi zation is not well versed in conversation, strong
facilitation to create successful conversation is necessary. The
reflections fromny notes on the final conversation circle of
the series confirmny insights. | reflected after this |ast
sessi on,

This was an interesting |last session for this year and for

the end of this action research project. | invested a | arge

anount of time facilitating, asking questions, and draw ng
the group back froma bitch session. There is a | ot of
concern about a lack of direction within the conpany, and
the inability of supervisors to |lead in an atnosphere of no
trust and direction. It is clear that each division has
differences in | eadership that shapes the feelings of the
supervisors within the divisions.

The supervisors appreciate a forumto vent and to share.

This does not always |ead to growh oriented conversati on.

On several occasions, | drew the group back froma
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conversation about national politics etc. into a focus on
what we could control. | amnot at all sure that | should
be exercising this power to direct the conversation but |
al so have a concern at the sane tine that we will sinply
melt down into a self-pity party and this would be counter
productive for the format that | have designed. So the
guestion then becones, 'How nmuch control should |I exert and
in what formshould it be? | amstill testing ny role on
this front.

| mpli cations for Research and Practice
| believe this project is the foundation for continued
research and application of conversation as a critical fornmat
for inmproving relationships, trust, understanding, and | earning
Wi t hin organi zati ons and comunities.
| believe that when | further research and practice
conversation, it will replace e-mails, directives, nenos,
newsl etters, postings, and announcenents as the prinmary node of
comuni cation for nmy teans, organizations, and conmunities. | am
commtted to hel ping organi zati ons and communities create
heal t hy | earni ng environnments based on conversation. \Weatl ey
(2002) in Turning to one another states,
| believe we can change the world if we start listening to
one anot her again. Sinple, honest, human conversation. Not
medi ati on, negotiation, problemsolving, debate, or public
nmeetings. Sinple, truthful conversation where we each have
a chance to speak, we each feel heard, and we each |isten

well. (p. 3)
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Appendi x A

Pl ease provide feedback on your experience in the “Conversation Circles”. Your input
will help inprove the experience for all of us and hel p ne understand what is working
and what is not working and why. Please return to me by January 6. Thank you and have

a great new year.

Questions Responses

Does the conversation circle fornat help you apply Wak 1 234567 89 10 Strong

t he new know edge and i deas? Coment s:

Are you able to nodel the know edge and i deas Wak 1 23456789 10 Strong
explored in the conversation circles with your team Conments:

menbers and your peers?

Do new i deas energe in conversation that inproves Wak 1 234567 89 10 Strong

your ability to be an effective supervisor/manager? Conments:

What do you val ue npst about participation in Conment s:

conversations with your peers?

What have you found nost chal | engi ng about your Conment s:

participation in conversations with your peers?

Do we need to work as a teamto set ground rules Conment s:

for conversation or sinply self manage as we go?

VWhat can we do to inprove each of our abilities to Conment s:

learn and grow within the conversation circles?

If we were to ook at the best time for you to Conment s:

attend during the week, what woul d that be?

Open i nput from your perspective on any topic Conment s:

regardi ng the conversation circle experience.

W1l you be participating in conversation circles Conment s:

in 2003 and why?

Notes. 1. Survey reconstructed for the purposes of this paper.



Conversation Circles 20
Table1

Table of participants and session times and dates

Session dates and tines

10 10 10 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 11 12 12 12 12 12 12 12

Parti ci pant Cept.  iles 21 25 28 04 04 08 11 11 15 18 18 22 02 02 09 09 18 16 20
4p 2p 4p 8a 4p 2p 8a 4p 2p 8a 4p 2p 8a 4p 8a 4p 2p 8a 2p

Facilitator, Training F&B 15 X X | X X X X X X X | X X X | X X X
Partici pant 1, Supervisor Cuest 3 X | X | X |
Partici pant 2, Supervisor Cuest 2 X | X | |
Partici pant 3, Manager Cuest 2 X | X | |
Partici pant 4, Assist. Mr F&B 1 X | | |
Partici pant 5, ExecChef F&B 3 X | X | X |
Partici pant 6, Exec SousChef F&B 3 X | X | | X
Participant 7, Shift Lead F&B 1 | X | |
Partici pant 8, Manager Purch 1 | X | |
Partici pant 9, Manager oD 3 | X X | X |
Partici pant 10, Adm n. Super F&B 5 | X X X | X X |
Participant 11, Chef F&B 1 | | X |
Partici pant 12, Supervisor F&B 7 | X X X | X X | X X
Partici pant 13, Supervi sor Mai n. 7 | X X | X X X | X X
Partici pant 14, Supervisor F&B 7 | X X X | X X X | X
Partici pant 15, Supervisor F&B 1 | | | X
Partici pant 16, Manager Sales 2 | | | X X
Partici pant 17, Supervisor F&B 1 | | | X
Participant 18, Ast. Mnager Cage 1 | | | X
Partici pant 19, Supervi sor F&B 1 X | | |
Partici pant 20, Mentee Tribe 3 | | X X | X
Partici pant 21, Supervisor House 1 | | X |
Partici pant 22, Supervisor F&B 2 | X | X |
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Table2

Correlation between conversation circle participation and questionnaire score

Nunber of circles attended by specific

i ndi vidual s, and nean correl ati on score

3 1 3 1 3
people person people person people
Questions
in7 inb5 in 3 in 2 in 1

circles circles circles circles circles

Does the conversation
circle format help
8. 33 3 7.5* * 7
you apply the new
know edge and i deas?
Are you able to node
t he know edge and
i deas explored in the
conversation circles 8. 33 7 8. 5* 6 6. 67
Wi th your team
menbers and your
peers?
Do new i deas energe
in conversation that
i nproves your ability o* 7 7.33 10 6. 67

to be an effective

supervi sor/ manager ?

Notes. 1. Due to the small sanple size, results are for

reference only. An (*) denotes one response | acking.
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Table3

Participant answers to questions and average scores

Respondents, scores, and nmean, nedian, and

node of responses

Score
Nurber
Questions of Mean Medi an Mode
Respond
Respond
Does the conversation
3, 6, 6,
circle format help
9 7,7,8, 7.11 7 6 &7
you apply the new
8,9, 10
know edge and i deas?
Are you able to node
t he know edge and
6, 6, 6,
i deas explored in the
7,7,8,
conversation circles 10 7.5 7.5 8 &6
8,8,9,
Wi th your team
10
menbers and your
peers?
Do new i deas energe
6, 6, 7,
in conversation that
7,8,8,
i nproves your ability 10 7.9 8 9
9,9,09,
to be an effective
10

super vi sor/ manager ?

Notes. 1. One or two respondents failed to answer one question.
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