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a template for questioning:

a learning exercise used for workplace training in listening

by Carrol Suzuki

Intuitively, most people realize that asking ques-
tions is a true indication of a listener’s interest, curios-
ity, intelligence, sensitivity, thinking and engagement.
As part of our one-day listening training seminar, we
use as the foundation for our work with questions the
“focused conversation” which has been known by
several names over the years. You may know it as
“the art form method,” the “discussion method”, the
“basic conversation method” or the “guided conver-
sation.”

4 Types of Questions

QeciSiOna\ 4 Types of Questions
The important thing is how

useful it is in any conversa- | ™
tion, especially where both |
results achieved and the on-
going quality of the relation-
ship are paramount. While
sometimes referred to as
levels, we prefer to call them
four (4) kinds of questions.
The following description
of the 4 kinds of questions along with the diagrams
above is often sent out ahead of time as part of the
pre-reading package.

Objective questions ask, "Who, what, where, when,
why and how." They are the tool kit of the journalist
or news reporter. They uncover “the facts”, hard data
or external reality. It is important to not overlook or
downplay these kinds of questions or assuming ev-
eryone has or knows the same objective data.

Reflective questions ask for people’s individual
or collective personal and subjective reactions and
responses to the external reality. What’s important

here is not to judge or discount their responses. Do
not ask reflective questions if you are not going to
listen and honor the responses.

Interpretive questions ask for people’s interpreta-
tions of the issue or what it means to them and usu-
ally surfaces a wide diversity of perspectives and
opinions. Again, what’s important here is not to
judge, discount or defend a different interpretation,
meaning or opinion. If you are going to ask, then
just listen. Remember, listening does not mean you
agree! Make sure you have set aside enough time for
this and if not, indicate that you will schedule more
time. Often people will not “move” on an issue, until
they feel “well heard.”

Decisional questions ensure that all the effective
disclosure, thinking and communication results in
decisions, solutions, strategies, direction and forward
movement. Do not walk away from a conversation
without some sort of next step or some sense of re-

A solve or resolution no matter how small
or seemingly off-target.

Another part of this exercise can also
be sent out as pre-work. We ask partici-
pants to identify a current or recent issue,
project, problem or decision that they or
a colleague/coworker or team has been
dealing with. We ask them to describe the
issue in a couple of sentences.

A full description of each kind of ques-
tion with examples of each is provided
as a reference handout. Participants are
given a worksheet, and they create at least
two (2) questions in each of the 4 categories of ques-
tions. Then with a partner, they share their questions
and get feedback and suggestions on those questions.
It’s useful to circulate and provide coaching and
feedback. If you are training an intact work group
or team, they can all work on the same issue to sur-
face a degree of diversity and depth and breadth of
questioning that might not otherwise get created in
the workplace.

And as often happens, this template of questioning
has multiple applications, whether in a work situation,
a coaching relationship, a friendship, a personal rela-
tionship or marriage—even in solitary self-inquiry.
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One of the most important distinctions a listener may need to make is that between facts and opinions. The
reason is that the appropriate response to the two is so completely different.

By Mary Bosik

Let s begin with what the difference is. A fact is something that is verifiable. That, simply put, means you can
look it up. Where you look it up depends on the nature of the fact. If it s a question of who won the Oscar for
best actor in 1965 you d try a movie website. (It was Rex Harrison for My Fair Lady, http://www.allstarz.
org/oscars/winnersc.htm.) If it s a question of what the third goal in the company s strategic plan is, you d
open up the plan.

In contrast, an opinion is an expression of personal value or belief. a conclusion without proof. It is basically
what someone thinks. These statements often contain value words or begin with phrases such as, “To me...”
The difference is clear when you compare, “It s 32 degrees out,” (a verifiable fact) and “It s cold outside,” (an
opinion, not verifiable due to the value word “cold”).

s ta fact or In the opinion, the absence of the

an opinion? phrase, “I think that...”makes it
/ e sound like a fact, thus the confu-
FACT OPIMION.

sion. While a statement about the

/ \ / \ weather is unlikely to cause us

much difficulty, others can. For

Accept Don't Askfor Accept example, "Goal 3 of our strategic
accept facts - . »
i plan is the most import-ant.” The
implications of such a statement
Ask for Accept pont | are numerous and compel us to
verification facts ] accept facts]  take a closer look at how we listen
and respond to these two different
types of statements.
Accent Accept Reject P
ceep opinions opinion

After you ve identified a statement as a fact, you can accept it as accurate or challenge it as inaccurate. The
decision to challenge a fact will be determined by your view of its importance to the current situation. It is

not usually a wise use of conversational or meeting time to argue about facts when, by definition, they can be
looked up. Imagine a scenario of a meeting where a division representative mentions a sales target figure of
$250,000. If you feel that figure is inaccurate and important, you might ask for clarification. If you still feel

it is inaccurate, rather than spend time discussing what that goal was, it would be more productive to send
someone to locate verification of the figure. On the other hand, if the figure is accurate, and a discussion arises
concerning the feasibility (a value word) of the target, a discussion on this opinion would be appropriate and,
hopefully, productive.

It is also worth noting here the connection between facts and opinions. Facts are used to support or clarify
opinions. In most cases, we expect opinions to be based on facts. Thus it is usually appropriate to ask, when
hearing an opinion, “What is your opinion based on?”

The importance of the distinction and its implication for listeners responses are seen in numerous settings. In
conflict situations sorting out the difference may result in minimizing or even preventing negative results. For



example, when a customer offers

a complaint, it may be a mixture
of facts and opinions. A customer
service agent who can help clarify
the facts and change the opinions
will be more successful than one
who doesn t understand the differ-
ence. See the example in the box to
the right.

An employee who focuses on veri-
fying the facts will provide better

service, and by doing so, will stand
a better chance of changing the im-

plied, and important, overall opinion.

In summary, when you hear a state-

ment remember to determine whether] unfairly and give poor customer

it is a fact or an opinion. Doing so
could save you time and trouble.

est Yourself
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. Are the following facts or opinions? Answers can be found below.

The Christmas holiday comes in the month of December.

Christmas is the best holiday of the year.

New York city is in the state of New York.

New York City is a great place to live.

Mary s report has three errors in it.

Sales are up for the quarter.

Our new marketing strategy is working

We hired two new staff members this month.

Our budget for marketing must increase soon.

Team As report will be really useful as we plan for the board meeting.

Customer: This item doesn t work and | want my money back.
Every time | buy something here it doesn t work. This is the last
time | m shopping in this second-rate store. | m telling all my
friends not to shop here either. Last time | brought something back
| was charged a fee. It s not my fault your stuff doesn t work!

If we broke up the dialogue into facts and opinions it might look
like this:

Facts Opinions
1. The customer bought anitem 1. Every time | buy something
in our store. here it doesn t work.

2. The item does not work. 2. This store is second-rate.
3. The last time the customer 3. None of my friends should

was charged a fee. shop here.
4. The customer wants their 4. | deserve to get my money
money back back.

Implied: You treat customers

service.
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and make the connection!

You are invited to the
28th Annual Convention
Frankfurt/Main, Germany

July 17-22, 2007

www.listen.org



om the Classroom
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It often seems that listening leaders are placed into one
of two categories--listeing scholars, who are assumed
to be interested in the theoretical side of listening
research and education, or listening professionals,
who are assumed to be concerned with training and
practical application of listening skills in the work-
place. Harvey Weiss has managed to marry those two
assumptions, and has spent decades developing not
only his own listening skills, but the listening skills of
young listening leaders.

With his humble nature, Harvey graciously attributes
much of his success to the personal and professional
contributions of his mentors and contemporaries, and
would say that it was nothing short of a miracle that
brought him to this place of honor, being considered a
listening leader. However, it is through Harvey's charis-
matic story-telling style in the following interview that
it becomes evident why he has inspired generations of
listeners, from the classroom to the boardroom.

The Listening Professional: What first led you to develop an interest
in listening?

Harvey Weiss: It all started with a threat. I spent my first seven years in
the Twin Cities education scene at two Christian Brothers high schools
during the early 1960’s. When I wanted control and discipline in the
classroom, I just whacked them, or sent them to the office, and they got
whacked again! I am not proud of that now, but that was the norm of the
fimes.

When I moved on to my first job at a public junior high school, I learned
that these tactics didn’t work. So I threatened to give them all oral tests,
not repeat homework assignments, etc., so they would not benefit from
talking if they missed any of my instructions. I didn’t have a clue if the
threat would work, which it didn’t (Duh!), so, I began digging around.
To my great fortune, I was given an audio tape of the now infamous
speech by Dr. Ralph Nichols, that had been delivered at Augsburg
College, "The Ten Worst Listening Habits of the American Public." It
has since become the classic formula for analyzing bad listening habits
and is used around the world. I have one of the few known copies left,
and it is a gem!

Once I started concentrating and digging some more, I wanted to know
more about this professor named Nichols. Eventually, one thing led to
another, and I ended up on the St. Paul Campus of the University of
Minnesota with Nicols successor, Dr. Lyman K. “Manny” Steil. When






