
MOVING FROM DEBATE TO 

DIALOGUE 
 

OVERVIEW 

OBJECTIVES – Following this session, participants will: 

• To explore the differences between debate and dialogue 

• To establish a learning environment that supports connection and dialogue 

• To explore the benefits of using dialogue to deal with complex, important issues 

 

SETTING: 

• Large group interaction with participants seated in a circle 

 

HANDOUTS: 

• A Comparison of Dialogue and Debate 

• Moving from Debate to Dialogue 

MATERIALS: 

• Newsprint and markers (various colors) 

 

TIME:  

• 30 minutes 
 

PROCEDURE:   [brief overview in bullets such as example below] 

• Share the information related to the conventional process (debate) and the 

understanding process (dialogue).   

• When finished with presenting this information, engage participants in small group 

and large group discussions on developing a learning environment that supports 
dialogue  

• Have participant share the benefits of dialogue in dealing with complex issues across 

differences 

 

 

  



MOVING FROM DEBATE TO DIALOGUE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

 

LECTURETTE: 

 

It might sound something like this… 

Conversations about race and racism (and 

other issues related to human differences) 

can be very difficult for individuals. Many of 

us lack positive role models or very many 

opportunities for engaging in discussions 

focused on complex issues in ways that lead 

to increased understanding and positive 

relationship-building across differences. In 

addition, conversations about race, gender, class 

and other differences can trigger strong feelings 

and emotions in people including guilt, shame, 

anger, trauma and despair. 

One way we can improve our conversations and 

relationships is to practice self-awareness, which includes noticing what we’re feeling and 

thinking—and making intentional choices about how we want to engage in difficult discussions 

about hard issues.  Deborah Flick, Ph.D. author of From Debate to Dialogue: Using the 

Understanding Process to Transform Our Conversations suggests that moving from debate to dialogue 

can increase our understanding of ourselves and others while improving our communication 

skills and relationships.  Based on Flick’s work, here are some differences between the 

conventional process (debate) and the understanding process (dialogue).   

Flick refers to debate as the conventional process and it can include the following characteristics: 

• You are searching for one “right” answer. (By the way, that right answer is usually yours) 

• The goal is to be right, win the argument or persuade others. 

• Your thoughts are evaluating and critical as you listen to others. 

• You’re listening judgmentally for errors and flaws in other people’s perspectives. 

• The question in your mind is “What’s wrong with this picture?” 

• Rather than listening deeply, you’re planning your rebuttal.  

Flick refers to dialogue as the understanding process and it can include the following 

characteristics: 

• You’re aware that there are multiple and valid perspectives about many issues. 

• The goal is to understand others. 

• You work to remain open and curious. 

TIME: 30 MINUTES     

SUPPLIES: NEWSPRINT AND MARKERS 

HANDOUTS: A COMPARISON OF DIALOGUE 

AND DEBATE & MOVING FROM DEBATE TO 

DIALOGUE 

 

 



MOVING FROM DEBATE TO DIALOGUE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

• You practice listening to other people’s stories about their realities and lived experiences. 

• You believe people about their realities and experiences—rather than becoming defensive 

and stuck in denial.  

• The question in your mind is “What can I learn about myself and others?” 

• You listen more than you talk. 

• You practice reflecting on what you’re feeling and respond in intentional ways rather than 

reacting in ways that lack self-awareness. 

 

Move to a full group processing of the following questions: 

1. What are some of the things that stand out for you are important or significant when 

you reflect on this information? 

 

2. What are some ways that we see the conventional (debate) process being used today? 

 

3. What would be some benefits to using the understanding process (dialogue) to deal 

with difficult or complex, multi-layered issues? 

 

Now ask the participants to form a small group of three with the people nearby.  Ask 

the participants to discuss the following questions in their small group and have 

someone take notes. 

- What are strategies, processes or approaches you have used or have seen others use to 

prioritize using dialogue or the understanding process to address difficult, complex, 

multi-layered issues such as race and racism? 

 

- What was the benefit to the group or process when these strategies, processes or 

approaches were implemented? 

 

- What strategies, processes or approaches to support dialogue or the understanding 

process are part of your current skill set and share one way that you have used them 

with groups? 

 

Gauge the time remaining before the next curriculum piece and ask for as many groups to 

share their discussion reflections. 
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INSTRUCTIONS 

 

Throughout this training, you will be exposed to strategies, processes and approaches to using 

dialogue as a preferred means to dealing with difficult, complex, multi-layered issues including 

issues of race and racism.  Practice identifying for yourself when you are experiencing the 

dialogic process and how it may be helpful for yourself and with others.  

   

NOTES TO MYSELF: 
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