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Figure 3.4: Steps in Critical Conversations

Step in the Critical Conversation 
Process (Patterson et al., 2012)

Your Reflections on How 
This Can Be Successful

What will you do to 
prepare and consider?

Next Steps and Reflections 
After the Conversation

What worked and what 
didn’t work?

1. Clarify what you want and what you 
do not want from the conversation—
for yourself and the other person—
before initiating and creating a safe 
environment for the discussion.

Example: Ms. Jay refuses to bring 
student data to her collaborative 
team meeting. The team leader has 
attempted to address this behavior but 
it continues to disrupt the work of the 
team. You suspect Ms. Jay is resisting 
the collaborative work intentionally. 
You preplan for the meeting by writing 
down the action you wish to address 
and your expected outcome (that is, 
Ms. Jay comes prepared to share her 
student data at all team meetings, as 
required). You know Ms. Jay finds you 
and your office intimidating, so you ask 
to meet her in her classroom during her 
planning time.

2. Clarify if you will address a specific 
incident of behavior, a pattern of 
repeated conduct, or the impact 
of the behavior on the individual’s 
relationship with others.

Example follow-through: Your email 
to Ms. Jay states you will meet 
her on Tuesday at 2:00 p.m. in her 
classroom to discuss the expectation of 
preparing and sharing student data at 
collaborative team meetings.
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Step in the Critical Conversation 
Process (Patterson et al., 2012)

Your Reflections on How 
This Can Be Successful

What will you do to 
prepare and consider?

Next Steps and Reflections 
After the Conversation

What worked and what 
didn’t work?

3. Be concise when you present 
the problem, using facts rather 
than opinion.

Example: The meeting begins with 
you giving Ms. Jay clarity on the tight 
expectation that all teachers come 
prepared to discuss student data with 
their collaborative team. You provide 
an example of another collaborative 
team’s data set, and show Ms. Jay how 
the team uses the data to support 
all students.

4. Attempt to find mutual purpose by 
encouraging the individual to share 
his or her facts and opinions.

Example: Ms. Jay has an opportunity 
to express her opinion, and she shares 
that she is nervous about having other 
teachers see how poorly her students 
are doing. You ask Ms. Jay what you 
can do to help her. You explain that 
collectively, the teachers will be able to 
help her meet the needs of her students, 
and they can all share instructional 
expertise. This is impossible if they do 
not see her data and student work. You 
ask her to provide you with that data 
before the meeting and offer to go over 
it with her. She agrees.
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Step in the Critical Conversation 
Process (Patterson et al., 2012)

Your Reflections on How 
This Can Be Successful

What will you do to 
prepare and consider?

Next Steps and Reflections 
After the Conversation

What worked and what 
didn’t work?

5. Explain both the natural 
consequences and the potential for 
disciplinary action if the behavior 
continues and what specific 
behaviors you expect. 

Example: You remind Ms. Jay of the 
expectation that she will begin to 
collaborate with her team using her 
student data. If her behavior doesn’t 
change, you will indicate it in her 
personnel file.

Again, you asked for her data set before 
the next collaborative team meeting to 
review it and support her. You expect 
her to participate at the team meeting, 
and you will follow up with her after a 
meeting to determine how productive 
this process was and what next steps 
are necessary.

Source for steps: Patterson, K., Grenny, J., McMillan, R., & Switzler, A. (2012). Crucial conversations: Tools for talking when 
stakes are high (2nd ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill.
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