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Activity: Open & Honest Questions in Group Work with Volunteers
Offering guidance about a terrific tomato cultivar or what to do about an invasive species is the kind of work we often engage in.  However, program planning, making difficult decisions about priorities, or considering long term goals and vision when putting together a new approach takes a different kind of preparation and planning.  There will be times in the educator-volunteer program relationship when the most helpful action isn’t advice, but rather, excellent listening skills and the framing of questions to take us deeper into perspectives and ways of thinking that foster critical decision-making.

Inspired by the work of Parker J. Palmer and the Center for Courage & Renewal, Open & Honest Questions are a thoughtful pathway for inquiry and discernment, moving us beyond our normal patterns of communication. Often our questions are laden with advice, problem solving, or are about trying to meet our own needs to be a “competent leader, good parent, or engaged helping professional.” Open & Honest Questions serve to invite a more spacious, authentic conversation. 

This practice enables us to:
· Create a more authentic and deeper exploration of problems and questions for both the person talking and the one listening;

· Step away from our tendency to jump to solutions, assign blame, or otherwise approach our exchanges attached to a specific end (coming to a meeting with a specific outcome in mind, defending what we know, or problem solving when it isn’t called for);

· Invite an educator to explore their own “inner wisdom.’ This builds capacity for their own leadership from within, by exploring their own assets, truth, questions, and answers. A person accesses their inner wisdom by thinking about the situation in new ways, applying past learning and experience to now, while listening to both feelings and thoughts. This practice helps others think through on their own before/or instead of you giving direction or input;

· Slow down the pace of our conversation to develop deeper mutual engagement;

· Expand and deepen an exploration rather than narrow or restrict possibilities;

· Explore and “hold” important questions or complicated issues. This practice recognizes significant value in listening without judgment with a view for understanding instead of reacting with a quick, simple or incomplete answer for an immediate direction (that may make things worse in the long run);

· Invite more authentic responses rather than second guessing the “right answer”;

· Changes the dynamic of our tendency to want to fix, “save,” change or give advice. In these responses, we see the person as “broken” or with deficits.
Framing Open & Honest Questions

The best single mark of an open, honest question is that the questioner could not possibly anticipate the answer to it. What surprises you? What inspires you? What was easy? What was hard?
Ask questions that aim at helping the person rather than satisfying your curiosity. Ask questions directed to the person as well as to the problem – about feelings as well as facts.  Have you ever had an experience that felt like your current dilemma? Did you learn anything from that prior experience that seems useful to you now? How do you feel about the program experience you just described?
Stay with the person’s language, not naming what you think they might or should be feeling. You said this was an impossible situation -­ could you say more about what this means? What do you mean when you said you felt frustrated….is more open and honest than…doesn’t that make you angry?
Formulate questions that are brief and to the point rather than larding them with background considerations and rationale. What were your expectations or hopes for our program?
Trust your own intuition, even if your instincts seem off the wall. Listen deeply to the story and allow questions to come from your heart rather than your head.

Avoid long storytelling or speech making that may draw attention to yourself.

Consider waiting to ask a question if you’re not sure what type of question it is. If it keeps coming back to you, see if you can re-­‐frame it into an open ended question.

The best questions are simple. How does this work for you? What questions do you have? What is the hardest aspect of this situation? What is the easiest aspect of this situation?
Avoid questions with right/wrong answers. Consider re-­‐framing Don’t you think it would be most helpful to set it up this way? to What has been most helpful? Least helpful?
Use images or metaphors that the person might relate to so as to open things up in ways that more direct questions do not.  If you were writing a book about this experience, how would you name this chapter? If you were using a roadmap to navigate this issue, what would be on your map – the rest stops, the destinations, the detours?
Know when to use Open & Honest Questions. These questions are not appropriate for all situations. There is a time to give information, to make a decision and to share your own opinion and experience.  As a volunteer, it is important to learn to navigate when it is appropriate to do so.

Unlearning the Habit of Narrow Questions Worksheet

While Open & Honest Questions open up a conversation, our usual questions often narrow or close down conversations. When we are facing a complicated problem, a pressing issue, an on-­‐going difficult question, or different ways to move toward an intended vision, we often react rather than respond. This worksheet will help you identify more narrow questions, called CAP questions.

C – Curiosity: I just want to know information but it does not serve the person talking.

“So what does your executive director think of the direction you’re headed in?”
A – Agenda: Giving advice, ideas, or suggestions because they serve your needs.

“I am wondering if you may have too many projects going on here, might you need to address the large amount of juggling you seem to be doing?
P – Problem Solving: Suggesting hidden advice or giving ideas with intention to fix, heal, “save,” or change the other person, which they have not asked to receive. “Don’t you think you might want to deal with your messy office before you move on? I have a great book for you on this.”

Practice Formulating Open & Honest Questions: Briefly the educator will share a situation – a ‘real’ one with which s/he may be currently struggling. Individually each will write down three to five initial questions in response to this situation. As a group we will categorize a few examples questions as CAP or Open and consider how all can be revised to be Open. Then each will do this with her/his initial questions individually. Whole group discussion will follow. 
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