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Calmly Confronting 

I’m proud of many aspects of our school culture. Speaking kindly and positively 

to children is one of the most strongly held beliefs that is commonly shared and practiced 

by the teachers and other staff members in our school. So, it was particularly shocking 

when several third grade students told me that a staff member had castigated them with 

harsh and hurtful words when their behavior wasn’t acceptable. This wasn’t the first of 

such reports about this particular employee. Each time I had talked with her, the 

comments took a hiatus for awhile, yet would resurface several months later. This year, 

due to a particularly challenging group of students, the remarks grew even uglier and 

nastier than before. I hadn’t shied away from having tough conversations with her and 

had several already this year. But, something was clearly missing. The unkind words 

continued to flow from her mouth and I was still employing someone who continued to 

not meet our school community’s expectation for how to speak with children.  

After attending the Fierce Conversations Workshop in New York City in April of 

2007 I returned with an improved framework for this much needed confrontation 

conversation. My skills were well-honed and ready to take into the world. I felt assured 

that this new learning would help me to negotiate conversations with more clarity and 

confidence than in the past. So, just a few days back from the workshop when the 

students told me of yet another unkind (actually downright disturbing) comment I 

thought, “Now I know how to have this conversation.” 
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I prepared by actually typing out the words I would say using the confrontation 

model taught and practiced during my training. Naming the issue I wrote: I want with talk 

with you about the effect your manner of speaking is having on the children in your care. 

Then I shared the specific example recently conveyed by the students. The staff 

member’s reaction was not one for which I was prepared. Her face immediately 

scrunched into any angry glare as she rose from her chair and shrieked, “I never said that 

to the kids. I would never speak to them that way” and stormed out of my office 

slamming the door behind her. 

I almost picked up the phone to call someone in the Fierce Conversations office to 

say, “This stuff really isn’t working at all.” I somehow resisted and remained in the 

moment, surprisingly calm, assessing the situation. Within minutes, hearing the phone 

ring in the outer office, my secretary called me to say that the staff member’s husband 

was on the phone. “Oh boy” I thought, “this is going from bad to worse.” “What did you 

say to my wife?” he asked in an angry voice. Taking a deep breath I calmly replied that I 

was just speaking with her about a situation at school. When he probed for details I said, 

“It’s something we’ve talked about before that I’m trying to help her with.” He asked 

what I wanted and I said simply, “Just to finish the conversation.”  

I was stunned when about 30 minutes later the staff member reappeared at my 

door, came in, and seated herself in the same spot at the table. I thanked her for returning 

and continued the conversation as if nothing had happened. Moving on with my prepared 

words I described my emotions about her language and expressed what was at stake by 

saying, “I would not be doing my job if I allowed someone to work in our school who 

speaks to children using unkind words and an inappropriate tone of voice. If you continue 



to speak to students in this way you will not be able to continue to work here.” I then 

added that my contribution to the problem was that perhaps I had not made it clear before 

that this would impact my decision about her continued employment in our school. I then 

invited her to share her perspective. 

Surprisingly she replied, “I know I shouldn’t talk to the children like this. 

Sometimes they just make me so mad I can’t help it.” She initiated a few ideas for how to 

keep this from happening in the future such as to walk away when she’s particularly 

agitated or to bring the students to me so I can deal with the situation.  

About two months remained in the school year after this conversation. During that 

time I wasn’t aware of any further nasty comments made to our students. I supervised 

more closely than usual, checking in from time to time to see how her plan was going. 

The school year ended on a positive note, so she will be returning in September. If 

another similar incident occurs, this time I’ll have no difficulty terminating her 

employment.  

As I reflect on these events I can’t help but recall how calm I had remained 

throughout the entire conversation. I’m still surprised by that. Before using the 

confrontation model I may have appeared calm on the outside but was anything but calm 

on the inside. This time I was calm both inside and out. What was different? Having 

greater clarity about the issue, having a prepared and practiced conversation plan, 

communicating what was at stake, and saying all of this in a concise and confident 

manner made all the difference. I’m pretty certain that this employee left my office 

knowing that she needed to fix this problem or find another job. Over the course of the 

next school year I’ll learn which solution she chooses. 


