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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

 Ford Foundation Difficult Dialogues Initiative

 The Context of Difficult Dialogues in Society 

and Higher Education

 Difficult  Dialogues: Definitions, Assumptions, 

Characteristics, and Purposes

 Skills

 Wrap Up and Questions



Ford Foundation 
Difficult Dialogues Initiative
www.difficultdialogues.org

Designed to promote academic freedom and 

religious, cultural, and political pluralism in U.S. 

higher education.  

http://www.difficultdialogues.org/


MU Difficult Dialogues 
Initiative

Part of the Ford Foundations Difficult Dialogues 

Initiative (DDI; www.difficultdialogues.org).

MU is one of 27 institutions to receive $100,000 

grants in the first round.

MU is one of a handful of institutions to receive 

renewal grants from the Ford Foundation.

http://www.difficultdialogues.org/


Objectives:

Provide faculty with understanding of potentially 
controversial and divisive issues.

Enhance faculty members’ self-efficacy to facilitate 
and engage in difficult dialogues.

Improve faculty members’ competency to engage 
in difficult dialogues.

Phase I of MU DDI Initiative
2006-2008



Phase I of MU DDI Initiative

Objectives (continued):

Prepare participating students to demonstrate an 
understanding of controversial issues.

Enhance students’ self-efficacy to engage in 
difficult dialogues.

Prepare students to be citizens who make positive 
contributions to a complex, global, and 
multicultural world.



Phase II of MU DDI Initiative 
2008-2010

Participating Institutions for Summer Institute 2009

Baylor University
Iowa State University
Oklahoma State University
Texas A&M University
Texas Tech University
University of Alaska-Anchorage
University of Kansas
University of Missouri  (Columbia)
University of Missouri-Kansas City
University of Missouri-St. Louis
University of Texas at Austin



Our public universities have advanced the notion 
that in educating college students for the world 
they will inhabit, it is necessary to bring people 
together from diverse parts of society and to 
educate them in that context. Far from being 
optional or merely enriching, it is the very essence 
of what we mean by a liberal or humanistic 
education.

Lee C. Bollinger

President, Columbia University 

Former President, University of Michigan



IMPORTANCE OF DIVERSITY

Å greater learning

Å increased interpersonal competencies

Å greater self-confidence among  students

Å fewer irrational prejudices

Å greater gains in critical thinking

Å greater involvement in civic and community service

Å greater earning potential

(Antonio, 2001; Blimling, 2001; Chang, 1996; Gurin, 1999; 

Hurtado, 2001; Jayakumar, 2007; Smith & Associates, 1997)



THE CONTEXT OF DIFFICULT 
DIALOGUES IN SOCIETY AND 
HIGHER EDUCATION



Polemics have begun to replace 

civility and veracity when there 

are disagreements across 

cultural, political and social 

divides. 







When veracity and open inquiry succumb 

to polemics and demagoguery, the very 

foundation of a democratic society is 

threatened.



We cannot afford for the university 

to become a political battleground 

akin to the halls of government or 

cable news television.



THE AMERICAN FRESHMAN NATIONAL 
NORMS-FALL2006

Higher Education Research Institute (2006)

Å43.3% of college freshmen identified as ñmiddle-

of-the-roadò

ÅBoth ñliberalò (28.4%) and ñconservativeò (23.9%) 

each increased by 1.3% from previous year

ÅñLiberalò was the highest level since 1975

ÅñConservativeò was the highest level in survey 

history



UCLA Higher Education Research 
Institute (HERI) (2005)

About 80% of college students reported that they 
attended religious services in the past year and that 
they discussed religion/spirituality with friends and 
family.

About 40% also considered it ñessentialò or ñvery 
importantò to ñfollow religious teachingsò in their 
everyday lives. 

Nearly half (48%) said that it is ñessentialò or ñvery 
importantò that college encourage their personal 
expression of spirituality.



Spirituality and the Professoriate

(UCLAôs HERI) (2006)

 When asked whether ñcolleges should be concerned 

with facilitating studentsô spiritual development,ò only a 

minority of faculty (30%) agree. 

 Most college juniors report that their professors have 

never encouraged discussion of spiritual or religious 

matters, and never provide opportunities for discussing 

the meaning or purpose of life.



Science vs. Religion



On one end of the spectrum people say, 

"Only religion counts." 

On the other end, "Only reason counts." 

How do we keep the public space between 

reason and faith, where most of us spend 

our lives, from becoming a no-man's land of 

constant warfare?

Bill Moyers

On Faith and Reason



WHY DIALOGUE, WHY NOW

In some ways, our century could be called the century of war 

and bloodshed. The challenge before us, therefore, is to 

make the next century a century of dialogue and non-violent 

conflict resolution.

In human societies, there will always be differences in views 

and interests. But the reality today is that we are all 

interdependent and have to co-exist on this small planet.

Therefore, the only sensible and intelligent way of resolving 

differences and clashes of interests, whether between 

individuals or nations, is through dialogue.

His Holiness The Dali Lama (1997)



DIFFICULT DIALOGUES



The dialogues we seek to promote are 

ñdifficultò because people often have specific, 

unspoken agendas or perspectives they want 

to promote and often fail to appropriately 

pursue dialogue that meaningfully promotes 

understanding of differing points of view.



Deep, searching, and civil dialogue 

is one of the essential features of 

vibrant academic and professional 

communities.



The discovery of new knowledge and the 

resolution of social problems vitally depend 

on critical thinking, effective communication, 

collaboration and truth-telling among those 

with differing cultural and ideological 

perspectives.



Whoever undertakes to set himself up as a judge of 

Truth and Knowledge is shipwrecked by the laughter 

of the gods. 

Few people are capable of expressing with 

equanimity opinions which differ from the prejudices 

of their social environment. Most people are even 

incapable of forming such opinions. 

Albert Einstein



DIFFICULT DIALOGUES DEFINED

 A Difficult Dialogue is an encounter among 

people with differing opinions, beliefs, 

perspectives, or worldviews. 

 Difficult dialogues address the increasing 

polarization of our society and the need to 

deal more effectively with breakdowns in civil 

discourse. 



DIFFICULT DIALOGUES DEFINED

 Difficult dialogues are not a medium for an 

unfiltered free-for-all or anything goes 

approach.

 Difficult dialogues seek understanding and 

potential common ground without ignoring 

genuine differences among diverse/differing 

viewpoints.



ASSUMPTIONS

 Difficult Dialogues involve complex social 

and ethical dilemmas in personal 

interactions, business and academic affairs, 

or cross-cultural relations in which real 

differences in experiences, beliefs and 

feelings exist between people.

 Sexuality, race, gender, political ideology, 

religion and other identity characteristics are 

often at the center of difficult dialogues.



ASSUMPTIONS

 People with differing beliefs, attitudes and 

perspectives often donôt talk to each other 

(and often donôt want to).

 Conflicting positions are likely to become 

even more entrenched when people with 

differing views do not talk with one another.

 When dialogue deteriorates into a vitriolic , 

acerbic tone, conflicting positions can 

become further polarized and adversarial.



ASSUMPTIONS

 Emotions can become intense and may 

escalate to unsettling proportions during 

difficult dialogues.

 Even the most skilled and knowledgeable 

educators are prone to mismanage difficult 

dialogues (or avoid them outright).



CHARACTERISTICS OF 
DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

Being part of a Difficult Dialogue means that, 

as individuals we are seeking to examine the 

limits of our own knowledge, comfort, and 

understanding through discourse, while at 

the same time searching for a more deeply 

held understanding of people with different or 

unfamiliar perspectives.



CHARACTERISTICS OF 
DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

 At one extreme are voices that are too forceful 

and may overrun the complexities of other 

peoples, cultures, and traditions. 

 At the other extreme are voices that are not 

forceful enough, whether by personal or 

cultural inclination or because they've been 

intimidated into silence.



CHARACTERISTICS OF 
DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

 Participating in Difficult Dialogues requires 

that each person be engaged in the group 

encounter with a commitment to self and 

others to pursue a process that involves 

respect, humility, patience, courage, and 

perseverance. 



CHARACTERISTICS OF 
DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

 Difficult Dialogues involve efforts to shift 

discourse in ways that can allow rich 

dialogue to occur in the midst of inherent 

contradictions and potential conflict. 

 They support movement away from broad 

categorizations to more complex, rich, and 

deep understandings of others.



PURPOSES

 We include Difficult Dialogues as one of the 

many ways we pursue increased cultural 

competencies by grappling with challenging 

and sensitive issues. 

 The overall goal is to create safer places for 

the free exchange of ideas, and to become 

more inclusive of voices and ways of 

knowing that have been absent, unpopular, 

excluded, or oppressed.



PURPOSES

 The purpose is notto change peopleôs 

beliefs, values or perspectives. 

 Rather, our intention is to create and 

institutionalize models of dialogue based on 

mutual respect, open-mindedness, and an 

informed exchange of ideas and beliefs.



PURPOSES

 These projects hope to bridge the gap, 

fostering a greater understanding of the 

cultural, religious and political complexity of 

our community, a greater willingness to 

engage in open discussion without attacking 

one another, and more meetings in the gray 

areas between absolute positions.



 In facilitating dialogue, 

what do you hope will 

happen?



 In facilitating dialogue, 

what do you fear will 

happen?



SKILLS

 No one or two dominate

 Respect opinions

 Everyone is encouraged to participate

 Usually moderators are facilitators not participants; however, 

in the context of a classroom deliberative dialogue, the 

instructor is usually also an expert

 Sometimes our best thinking comes after reflection

1. Establish guidelines for dialogue



SKILLS

2. Establish what type of problem you are 

dealing with (Adler, 2002).

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Technical 
Problems

Value 
Problems

Intractable 
Problems

Agreement on 
the definition 

of the problem

YES YES NO 

Agreement on 
possible 

Solutions

YES NO NO 



SKILLS

3. Active Listening
a. Silence

b. Encouraging participation

c. Questioning

d. Paraphrasing

e. Acknowledging/Normalizing

f. Reflecting emotions

g. Containing emotions

h. Reframing

i. Connecting

j. Deepening

k. Summarizing

l. Concluding/Closing

4. Facilitating difficult dialogues involves 

providing affirmation not confirmation.  



Learning Tensions

Wanting to learn, 

to risk, to allow 

yourself to make 

mistakes and ask 

questions

Wanting to hear 

new ideas and 

have your 

assumptions 

challenged

And

And

Wanting to 

appear competent 

to your peers

Wanting your 

knowledge and 

assumptions 

validated 



SKILLS
5. Understand the differences between 

debate, problem solving, dialogue, and 

instructingðespecially debate vs. dialogue.

Instruction Problem 
Solving 

Debate Dialogue

Goal Explain / 
explore/ 
inform 

Resolve / 
Decide 

Persuade Understand 

Method Lecture / 
academic 

controversy  

Propose and 
evaluate 
options 

Argue positions Share 
perspectives 



Totally invested in your 
own views, values and 
beliefs.

Temporarily suspend your 
judgment of other’s views, 
values and beliefs.

Listen to find flaws and 
counter-arguments. Seeks 
to prove the other wrong.

Listen to understand and 
find meaning. Seeks to 
understand clearly.

Defend assumptions as 
truth.

Reveal assumptions as 
assumptions, difference as 
difference.
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SKILLS



SKILLS

6. Effectively respond to misstatements of fact, 

misinformation, and overvalued opinions, 

while remaining impartial to the differences 

in values, perspectives, attitudes and 

worldviews.

7. Recognize that within the context of difficult 

dialogues, perceptions count.





Our Conclusions

Our Interpretations

Available Information

LADDER OF PERCEPTION

Our Observations



8. Deal with difficult participants by escalating 

your interventions deliberately and slowly.

 Record concern, acknowledge, deal or defer

 Refer to record, rules or agenda

 Use body language, speak to person (caucus)

 Use group support to suppress



BASIC PRINCIPLES OF MODERATING

An effective moderator…

•Is neutral regarding the 
subject matter

•Does not take on an 
expert role

•Keeps the discussion 
focused on approaches

•Listens for values

•Intervenes as necessary 

•Asks clarifying questions

•Encourages everyone to 

join in the conversation

•Asks thoughtful and 
probing questions to 
surface costs and 
consequences

•Helps participants find 
common ground.

•Encourages deep 
reflection



ñéWe can argue and debate our positions 

passionately, but at this defining moment, all of us 

must summon the strength and grace to bridge our 

differences and unite in common effort ïblack, 

white, Latino, Asian, Native American; Democrat 

and Republican, young and old, rich and poor, gay 

and straight, disabled or not.éWe are one nation, 

all of us proud, all of us patriots. ò

Barack Obama

October 27th, 2008



Promoting 

Pluralism and 

Academic Freedom 

on Campus

Difficult
Dialogues

For  more information, please visit 

http://difficultdialogues.missouri.edu/


