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The purpose of our paper is to enrich ageless ideas with current theory
a) to support the significance of integrative conversation, b) to illumnate a
structure and process for facilitating such conversation, and c) to pronote
i ncreased conpetence anong energing |leaders in requisite skills. A prenise of
our argunent is that highly-effective processes of inclusion and integration
are not new. They have existed for thousands of years wthin indi genous
cultures that thrive on rich social interrelationships grounded in
epi st enol ogi es that value the contextual richness of stories, the inportance
of learning from experiences, the significance of diversity and inclusion, and
the wi sdom of elders to guide the process. Wat is new, however, is a vast
amount of relevant research that is energing about underlying processes that
enabl e these integrative processes to work well.

I ntegration Conversation and the Talking Crcle.

It is becomi ng nore apparent in today's interconnected world that people
with different values and beliefs often do not work well wi th one another
usual | y because they do not understand one another, usually because they do
not sincerely listen to one another, often because infra-structures and
foundati ons for doing so are inadequate or nmissing. An absence of work
harnmony is certainly not new by any neans, however, its consequences are
becom ng detrinental at an accelerating rate. An exanple of difficulties
arising fromsuch weak soci al connections apparently occurred at El ectronic
Data Systens (EDS) prior to the arrival of current CEQ Di ck- Brown:

"I ndi vidual operating units had no incentive for cooperating with
each other to win business. The conpany's top |eaders had grown

al oof and cut off frompeople at the front lines. 'W'd have
neetings, neetings, neetings, but nothing would ever get decided,"
says Heller [EDS Vice Chairman]... Brown quickly signaled that he

woul d not put up with the old culture of information hoardi ng and
ranpant individualism.. Systems were crashing, deliveries were
failing, and projects were late.. Wen projects were finally
delivered, the quality was unacceptable... Al nost everyone paid
lip service to the call to collaborate, but not enough people
acted on it" (Breen, 2001: 112-113).

Clearly, EDS was in need of awakening to the need for social harnony (e.g.
Qui nn, 1996), of healthier organizational synapses, and of ways to enable

people to realize the value of understanding and working with each ot her



Neverthel ess, essential skills of listening and working cooperatively were not
in place, just as they are not prevalent in nany other organizations.

W propose that the basics of "integrative conversation” are |acking not
only in nmost organizations but also in educational institutions. |Integrative
conversation involves the exchange and creation of new neaning and feelings of
cohesion. It is not sinmply a sharing of individual opinions, beliefs, and
perspectives. Further, it is not the nmere projection of what individuals
al ready know, unfol ding conpetitively in order to create and wi n argunents.
Instead, integrative conversation requires that individuals become part of a
bi gger story, creating new nmeaning in concert with all others rather than any
sel ect subset. An integrative conversation is a genui ne exchange of ideas,
feelings, perspectives, opinions, and so forth, where for each person invol ved
there enmerges a sense of self as part of the whole. To participate in
i ntegrative conversation, one accepts responsibility not only for actively
listening to every perspective, but for creating an integrative story al ong
the way. In doing so, the underlying dynanics of power shift from

traditionally nyopic, self-centered, and rigid to inclusive, interconnected,

and fluid. In other words, participants et go of the typical craving to
adhere to individual perspectives -- or those of a privileged few-- and
assune willingness to change, take ownership of the collective outcone, and

experience real potential to inpact rel ationships.

The Talking Circle provides a proven but sel dom enpl oyed structure and
process for facilitating integrative conversation. Though the Talking Circle
is not new, it has never been integrated into mai nstream West er n- Eur opean
educati on nor so-called "nodern" organizations, ironically perhaps because it
is inclusive and thus inconsistent with the foundation of much of Wstern-
Eur opean phil osophy (cf. Friere, 1993). Fortunately, there exists a grow ng
awakeni ng these days to the possibility that mainstream structures and
processes of |earning inadequately support organi zational and societal needs.
Theory of the Talking Circle: Agel ess Wsdom & New Research

The Talking Circle is a process that arose naturally in different

cultures around the world. It arose not as a fad or quick fix to current



di l enmas, but as an enpirical response to a diverse world and as a practica
way of creating integrative knowing. Integrative knowing is antithetical to
many \Western European conceptions of |earning and organi zing, which tend to
energe fromvalues that are linear, fragnmented, and controlling. This does
not nmean that Talking Crcles are better than Wstern European perspectives,
but only that they add consi derabl e insight.

The Talking Circle as a way of know ng stands on the premise that real -
world diversity is essential. Just as we cannot understand a forest by
staring continually at a single tree, we cannot understand a group of people
by listening only to the nost vocal or dom nant perspectives. In a TalKking
Crcle, no voice is wong, right, overenphasi zed or disregarded. Challenges
of participating in a Talking Grcle include both contributing individually in
an authentic and honest manner, and |istening genuinely in a receptive,
integrative way. Wen engaged to its full potential, the Talking Circle
transcends indivi dual egos, exclusive dichotomes (e.g., us versus them, and
fragnment ed, di sconnected outcones, and instead provides a whole story.

Talking CGircles unfold in many ways dependi ng upon the | evels of
experi ence and mastery anong the people involved. In a Talking Grcle,
participants sit in a circle in order to see and hear everyone, not just a
"teacher." Talking Circles begin with an identification of purpose and
someone taking the lead to talk. O'ten a Talking G rcle begins wth whomever
is seated in the East, which is the direction that synbolizes the start of a
new day. Each person, in turn and cl ockwi se, shares openly and honestly and
then passes to the next person -- often by handing forward a "tal ki ng stick"
- until everyone has had a chance to contribute. The underlying structure for
this process is the Medicine Weel, depicted in Figure 1

Figure 1
The Medi ci ne Wheel Structure of the Talking Crcle:
An Array of Miltiple-Intelligences

Ment al
(pattern & insight)

1N

Physi cal Spiritua




(reflection & precedence) (vision & inmagi nation)

Enoti ona
(feeling & detail)

Represented in Figure 1 are the cardinal directions or cornerstones of
t he Medi ci ne Wheel, a Native Anerican structure synbolizing the diversity and
i nterconnectedness of reality. The Medicine Weel enbodies a m x of unique
intelligences that only together conprise humanity. It reveals the fact that
humans are not only physical beings, but also nental, enptional, and spiritua
beings, with the potential to develop and mani fest all of these (cf.
deBeauport, 1996). Such inclusive structures are found not only in the roots
of Native American philosophy (e.g., Storm 1972; 1994), but also in
i ntegrative philosophies of Celtic (e.g., Danes, 1992; Meadows, 1989; 1990),
African (e.g., Fu-Kiau, 1985; 1991), and Far Eastern (e.g., Misashi, 1974)
cultures, each with an array of distinct cultural inflections.

The Talking Circle is an age-old enbodi mrent of the integrative Mdicine
VWeel. In other words, it is a phil osophy and pedagogy suited for tapping
into the diverse awareness, understanding, and talent of a group of people.
Wth mastery, participants in a Talking Crcle recogni ze the needs and val ues
of mental acuity, spiritual clarity, enotional sensitivity, and physica
grounding -- and learn to take responsibility for each as needed. Today,
researchers are claimng discovery of these intelligences as if they are new.
In recent years, we have begun to hear nore about enotional intelligence
(e.g., Colenan, 1995), spiritual intelligence (e.g., Emons, 1999), naturali st
intelligence (e.g., Gardner, 1999), and so forth, franming each as an
enrichment of previous understanding of mental intelligence. The genuine
val ue that such in-depth studies contribute to the Medici ne Weel is
systematic application of scientific nethodology to specific intelligences.
Wth this effort has conme richer understanding of the conposition and function
of each intelligence and a hint of their conbined potenti al
Toward Mastering the Skills of a Talking Circle.

A central part of our work with the Talking G rcle in a Business School

environnent is to help students learn to think critically as well as in



concert with others. Thinking critically nmeans relating to course nateri al
and to our environments in ways that enable us to understand both explicit and
inmplicit meaning. It is having the ability to switch contexts and to devel op
sel f-awareness and sel f-assessnent along the way (Loacker, Cromwel |, Fey &
Rut herford, 1984). These conpetenci es are gai ned only from adequate exposure,
sustai ned practice, and accumrul ated experience -- not only with our |oca
environnent but also with our feelings and the broader world environment
around us. A common thene in devel opnental psychol ogy is that experience has
the ability to change us fundanentally, i.e., to change our personalities,
actions, thoughts, beliefs, and values. Accordingly, devel oprmental change is
nmeasured by an ability to interpret, to synthesize, and to integrate what is
occurring around us broadly and within us deeply.

This idea of movenent from one |evel of devel opnent to nore inclusive
levels is particularly represented in the work of Piaget (1971). Piaget
expl ai ns how humans nentally devel op through naive and i mmature consci ousness
to inclusive and mature ways of processing. In a prelinminary stage, we have
only the capability to respond reflexively to our local environment. As we
devel op to what Piaget considers a second stage, we devel op broader
under st andi ng by acquiring and enpl oying the skill of connecting objects and
events to | anguage or other synbolic representations. A third stage involves
a period in which we devel op nore conpl ex schenes or maps of the world in
i ncreasingly expansive circles. Utimtely, in what is considered a fina
stage within this framework, we take our know edge and experiences, abstract
meani ng fromthem and use this as know edge in other contexts.

oserving the experiences of particular students within a Talking Circle
hel ps us to understand how peopl e develop fromsuch ill-infornmed | evels of
understanding to nore mature, integrative perspectives. Using student
f eedback about a Talking G rcle used in a Business School Leadership course
during Spring 2000, we found that novice users of the Talking Circle typically
behave i n ways that correspond cl osely to what know about human devel opnment
stages. Initially, many of these students reported that they were not

confortable with the Talking Circle as a way of communicating in class. They



did not view thensel ves as active agents in the process nor were they sure how
to respond in such a role. They cane to class expecting and wanting to

passi vel y experience the ideas, opinions and enotions of their classmates and
instructor. Many of these students reported feeling that they “had to tal k”
ininitial stages of using the Talking Circle. They al so described spending
the majority of their tine trying to formwhat they would say when their
“turn” cane, instead of really listening to others. Essentially, they

descri bed a stage at which they inefficiently processed avail abl e cues,
information, and stinmuli in their environnent. They had not yet |earned how
to actively and selectively attend to the ongoi ng conversation, nor howto
engage effectively in the flow of dial og.

Anot her thenme that enmerged fromthis student feedback pertains to the
evol utionary nature of the Talking Circle. Students described how -- over
time -- as they becanme nore faniliar with the process and with their
cl assmat es, they began to develop the skills of listening carefully and
responding in nore inforned ways based on what they [earned fromothers in the
Talking Circle. This insight suggests an adaptation to the process and a
refining of their skills as comunicators and | earners. Many of the students
enphasi zed the interactive nature of the process and how this interaction
hel ped themto devel op their own ideas about a particular topic. Wile many
of the students began the process feeling intinidated, they slowy progressed
to a point at which they acknow edged the devel opnental benefits of allow ng
everyone to have a voice in the discussion. |In the follow ng section, we take
this devel opmental idea further by exam ning various potential ways that
energing | eaders can learn fromthe Talking Crcle.

Leadershi p Devel opnent and the Tal king Circle.

It is inmportant to realize that |eaders have inportant opportunities --
and responsibilities -- to learn nore from Talking Crcles than the content of
conversations that energe within them First is an opportunity to see beyond
i ndi vidual contributions to patterns that connect a conmunity of people.
Second is an opportunity to notice distinctions and connections anmong the four

intelligences enbodied in a circle: physical, nmental, enotional, and



spiritual. This opportunity chall enges young | eaders to tune into not only
spoken words but also into feelings, intuitions, and perceptions. Third, from
a broader perspective, Talking Crcles provide opportunities for emerging

| eaders to recogni ze and understand forces that enable truly integrative
conversation, and forces that constrain or dimnish its value. Even broader
an opportunity presents itself for learning to translate insights fromthe

Tal king Circle process to other processes of human exchange within and

t hr oughout an organi zati on.

An array of requisite capacities, such as deeply listening, naking
meani ngf ul i nterconnections, and enploying multiple intelligences acconpany
the first two kinds of learning as they are enployed with increasing nastery.
The third kind of learning points in a different direction, involving an
under standi ng of how the Tal king-Circle process functions. Borrow ng from an
anal ogy, this kind of understanding woul d i nvol ve knowi ng how a racecar
operates rather than just gaining conpetence in driving a racecar well.
Utimately, a leader's challenge is also to bring out the best in other
participants and to enabl e others to advance their skills in these various
ways. Thus, |eaders not only learn howto participate well in a Tal king
Crcle and how to gain usable insight along the way, they also learn subtle
intricacies about the Talking Circle process and its fit into various
contexts, i.e., when, where, and how to enploy a Talking Crcle effectively.

Certainly the Talking G rcle cannot pronmote all |eadership skills, just
as it is not appropriate for all organizational situations. However, it
remains a time-tested and rich process for enabling emerging | eaders to
understand and to work within the social world beyond the boundaries of one's
own beliefs and values. The Talking Circle is nore than a pedagogy -- it is a
conpel I i ng met aphor for |eadership devel opment, indicating through its
i nsi ghts how, when, and where to let go or to take control, to guide or to
enpower, and so forth. Thus, real nasters learn to not get hung up on the
"Circle," but instead to live the Circle as an inclusive, integrative

phi | osophy of life.
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