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5CommuniCation

Are you putting off a difficult discussion 
that needs to be had? Having Hard 
Conversations is a book that encourages 
clear and thoughtful communication skills.

Clear and focused communication is key to 
tackling difficult interpersonal situations, believes 
Jennifer Abrams, author of the book  Having Hard 
Conversations, which was published in the United 
States in 2009. She also published a book about 
multigenerational communication titled  
The Multigenerational Workplace in 2014.

Since writing Having Hard Conversations, Abrams 
has been in demand as a speaker in the education 
sector. She will spend 10 days in New Zealand at the 
end of August and early September to run workshops 
around the country.

PreParation and emPathy
Having Hard Conversations describes a simple 
framework of preparation for tackling difficult 
issues with another person – whether they be a 
colleague, client, teacher or student. The beauty of 
the technique is that it can be equally applied to close 
relationships: a family member, a friend, or partner.

Using reflective questions and other simple 
protocol, this framework enables people to address 
issues while preserving important relationships.

Massey University facilitator Colleen Douglas 
runs workshops that empower people to tackle 
hard conversations. She says that while everyone 
can benefit from improved communication skills, 
teachers in particular are regularly faced with 
challenging interpersonal situations.

“Strategies for dealing with difficult conversations 
is an area of interest to most educators, as seen by the 
popularity of these sessions,” she says.

Douglas believes the approach is especially 
appreciated in the education sector because it is 
common sense, simple and highly respectful to both 
parties.

What exactly is a ‘hard’ conversation?
“By this we mean a particular talk you dread 

having; something you worry about,” says Douglas.
She describes Abrams’ approach as having a strong 

focus on preparation.

Jennifer Abrams is an author and speaker who helps people find strategies for clear and kind communication.

difficult conversations:  
shaPing a suPPortive environment

“The first part of the ‘hard conversations’ plan is 
preparation. It’s about truly looking at the situation 
from another person’s perspective. Try to uncover 
exactly what the key issue is, and then what that 
person can expect from you to help resolve the issue.”

The next part of the process is also empathy-
based. “Think about what you need to be able to do, 
in order to support these expectations, and how you 
can help the situation.”

In her book, Abrams outlines some key questions 
to prepare for the upcoming conversation, and 
advocates making notes prior to talking.

“Then it’s about planning the conversation. Write 
down what you want the outcome to be, and what 
you are going to say, obviously not to hold it during 
the talk, but just to prepare,” says Colleen. “It’s about 
feeling confident, and properly organising your 
thoughts beforehand.”

Another very simple – but often overlooked – 
element to this approach is the honing in on the true 
kernel of an issue, and committing to resolution of 
this issue together.

“It’s a collaborative approach to working through 
problems. You’re not just having a go at someone, it’s 
about being constructive and sharing a problem.”

In an education context, this applies to teachers, 
students and staff at a school.

“The method can be used in any situation or 
context: professional conversations among teachers, 
RTLB clusters, and working with colleagues, clients, 
kids, parents. And of course it’s very useful in your 
own private life as well.

“If you’re going to have a hard conversation, 
as someone who is initiating it, it helps to be well 
prepared and have thought it through thoroughly. 
Because then you have confidence to take it in 
whatever direction it happens to go. I like it because 
it’s a respectful, and a collaborative approach. And it 
resonates with people because it’s so simple.”

Jennifer Abrams is arriving in New Zealand at the 
end of August. The first workshop is happening at 
Albany on 27 August. H
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MANUKURA LEADING AND LEARNING 
The mantle of leadership can rest heavily on the shoulders of tumuaki 
(principals) of schools, especially those new to the position or those 
with little experience. While other staff members can always look 
upwards for support and direction, a principal usually needs to find 
that for him or herself outside the immediate school environment. 
That’s where Manukura provides support by bringing years of 
experience and good advice to eager ears of principals who are in 
their first or second year in the role. A five-day programme delivered 
over three workshops, Manukura’s first component was delivered on 
11-12 May, the next will be held on 6-7 August and the last session 
will be on 22 October, all in Wellington.

Course coordinator, Lynette Bradnam, says Manukura doesn’t 
replace the First Time Principals programme. It adds an additional 
perspective and layer of support. “Tumuaki need their own space 
to discuss issues that are unique to them, such as leading in a Māori 
medium setting, or being a Māori leader in an English medium 
setting.” Lynette says Manukura offers a safe environment for 
tumuaki who may have become culturally isolated or who need 
to kōrero with peers who share similar experiences. “It’s a Māori 
environment where their whakapapa and identity is respected, their 
language is spoken, their culture is evident.”

Kanapu Rangitauira, tumuaki 
(principal) at Te Kura Kaupapa Māori o 
Ngā Mokopuna in Seatoun, Wellington is 
looking forward to the second instalment. 
As a relatively new tumuaki, coming up 
to two years in the role in November this 
year, Kanapu says having the opportunity 
to get some tips and good advice from 
those who have already worked in the 
position is invaluable. He especially 
enjoyed the first Manukura course and 
went back to school with new ideas 
about how to connect with his 14 staff.

“Something I really wanted to do was to get some feedback from 
the staff about how they found my leadership, how I’m leading the 
waka,” says Kanapu. “They are helping me develop my skills in the 
role now.” He is also looking forward to being paired with a mentor at 
the end of the courses.  “I’ll get the one-on-one advice and support, 
the finer points specific to my situation which you don’t always get 
working in a group.” 

Kanapu is combining his learning from Manukura with the new 
approaches to teacher appraisal learnt at a recent workshop for 
Māori medium teachers and leaders delivered through the Education 
Council (previously New Zealand Teachers Council). “I’m now looking 
for ways to refine the appraisal process, to help my staff to improve 
their delivery as kaiako.”

Lynette says participants on Manukura should expect to analyse 
and examine the unique role of a tumuaki in indigenous education 
leadership and construct strong support systems. Other outcomes 
are that they will examine and discuss processes for successful 
management and develop a leadership vision and plan for sustainable 
leadership, as Māori.

Manukura facilitator, Keriana Tawhiwhirangi, says participants are 
quickly able to start identifying things they can change within their 
own way of working, usually after just a day. She says it’s critical to 
have honest conversations about what is working and what isn’t, 
while the aim of Manukura is to have participants leave with a clear 
vision of how they go forward. “The outcome of the course is I want 
them to know the kind of leader they want to be, identify and refine 
that, share it with the people they are leading and seek their support 
about how they can be better at it on an ongoing basis.” 

Keriana says leadership is all about bringing best qualities to the 
fore as often as possible and being true to oneself, the staff and 
school community. “What we as leaders have to take to our many 
environments is our authenticity and what we value.”

Ako Panuku’s suite of programmes, workshops and seminars are 
designed to provide professional development for teachers and 
principals who are Māori, work in Māori medium or deliver Māori 
curriculum.

To learn more about Manukura, visit Ako Panuku at  
www.akopanuku.tki.org.nz where you can also be directed to speak 
with the Course Coordinator.

Ako Panuku is a Ministry of Education initiative to support Māori, 
teaching Years 7-13. To access Ako Panuku resources, workshops and 
cluster groups, register at www.akopanuku.tki.org.nz

‘Mā te mahi tahi, ko te eke panuku, ko te ako panuku’

To become involved with Te Kāhui Kaiako Reo Māori o Aotearoa,  
contact Ako Panuku by emailing: akopanuku@haemata.co.nz 

For all Ako Panuku resources and courses register at www.akopanuku.tki.org.nz

“To succeed in revitalising the 
language it has to be about 
communities and their proximity, 
interest, shared practice and beliefs.”

Dinner speaker Mike Hollings, 
CEO at Te Aho O Te Kura Pounamu 
(formerly the Correspondence 
School) got many laughs while 
sharing his experience of growing 

up as a non-speaker of te reo in 
a part of Wairarapa where there 
were no native speakers. He also 
spoke honestly about his personal 
experience of the challenges of 
raising children in a total immersion 
environment, including a story about 
hearing one of his sons speaking to a 
bumblebee in English. When asked 
why he was speaking in English, 
his son’s reply was priceless. “He pī 
Pākehā kē tēnei (But this is a Pākehā 
bee).” 

The programme also consisted of 
numerous workshops facilitated by 
Ako Panuku teachers themselves 
as well as experts across a range 
of language teaching topics. The 
workshops covered a wide range 
of kaupapa from blended language 
learning and creating culturally 
safe school environments to 

exam preparation and modifying 
whakarongo assessment tasks.

Paora Trim, a Te Reo Māori 
teacher, workshop presenter, 
and developer of Māori medium 
resources, says the participant 
numbers at this hui were up about 
50% on last year’s hui. “The word’s 
starting to spread about the benefits 
of being involved in the Kāhui 
(professional community),” says 
Paora. It was important, Paora says, 
that regardless of where kaiako are 
situated geographically, or their level 
of experience in teaching te reo or 
teaching in general, they are part of a 
growing network of teachers willing 
to share good practice, resources 
and experiences for the benefit of 
all. “It’s good quality professional 
development.”
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