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Contemplation to Action:

The Role of Strategic Question-Asking

The main objective of reflective practice is to ensure a more accurate and relevant understanding of a situation…to provide effective, relevant action, which will facilitate the occurrence of more desired and effective outcomes. Barry Bright, 1996

As we explore the roles of contemplation and reflection in the Curriculum for the Bioregion Project, our hope is that this work will not only provide solace and grounding to sustain our own personal work, but also will inspire frameworks for civic action and tools to move toward hope and action as we consider situations that evoke despair or apathy.

When studying the challenging problems faced by our planet, classroom discussions can so easily devolve into a list of “shoulds” and urges toward actions that are often simplistic and don’t encompass the multiple perspectives and complexities of the issues.  So, how can we build a tolerance for ambiguity in our exploration of these issues and fully explore the connections between contemplation of the pain, despair, and hope and our resolve to act?  How can we build “the capacity for understanding complex issues and interrelated systems…and imagine and develop strategic solutions to large problems?” (MacGregor, 2010)

Reflective and contemplative activities that open up complex questions may help participants begin the work of engaging multiple conflicting perspectives related to the issues. Contemplation can move us to the confrontation with ethical and moral questions and generating good questions may also help us imagine a different future using the intellect and the heart and soul. 
Whatever environmental or societal problem we tackle, ideas for effective remedies vary from individual to individual. Effective solutions are more likely to be found when we examine multiple perspectives. Questions open cracks for new perspectives, expanding old views. The skills of reflection, collaboration, and continuous inquiry encourage a symbiotic relationship between hope and action -- a dual focus on inquiry and deep listening, reaching inward first to explore our own interior landscapes and presuppositions related to the challenge at hand and then reaching outward to listen receptively in dialogical interaction with others. Audacious hope-in-action (as described by Generett and Hicks in "Beyond Reflective Competency: Teaching for Audacious Hope-in-Action") is an essential part of teaching in transformational ways, and question asking is one avenue toward hope-in-action. 
Real reflective practice is courageous, even dangerous, because it requires that we examine our own perspectives and behaviors closely. Reflective work may help us discern the invisible forces at work within ourselves, other persons and institutions which either encourage or inhibit the establishment of the common good. As Grace and Pennings said, "The challenge of animating social progress is so great that it must proceed from vital relationships with others where we are continually challenged to reach for our best and sustained when exhausted or wounded from pursuing the quest."  [These challenging and dangerous aspects of exploring alternative viewpoints are very effectively presented in Stephen Carter's The Varieties of (Not) Listening.)  Deeply hearing another's perspective may mean you will change your own ideas and positions.]
At the heart of reflective practice is inquiry -- question asking.  Often how we think about a situation, how we select, name and organize facts to tell a story to ourselves about what is going on and what to do can limit our creative solution finding.  Reflective questions help us reexamine our own tightly held views and to understand the stories in alternative ways that sometimes opens up new ideas/solutions.  A powerful question can shift thinking.  Statements spark analytical thinking and judgment, but may also close unexplored avenues.. Questions spark creative thinking and generate a search for answers, negotiations of meaning and dialogue.  Staying in the mode of question asking helps participants construct their own meanings and become partners in helping others do the same as they search for common solutions.   

And asking questions implies listening carefully. Listening requires a deliberate pause, slowing down, as we focus on seeking to understand one's own voice and the other voices.

Thinking together implies that you no longer take your own position as final.  You relax your grip on certainty and listen to the possibilities that simply result from being in relationship with others -- possibilities that might not otherwise have occurred.  William Isaacs, 1999.

As Mildred Ollee, Executive Dean at Portland Community College’s Cascade Campus said, we may all do many things in our work, but now we are called to reflect deeply in order to find the right things to do.” [Ollee, personal interview, 2002]) 

I found the following two models helpful for guiding this deep reflection to help us find the “right thing to do.”  These models can help students and faculty develop clarifying questions and engaged and productive dialogue with students about the challenging process of transforming our despair and grief about the state of the planet into productive action.   
REFRAMING QUESTIONS MODEL
Adapted from Reflective Practice to Improve Schools: Action Guide for Educators by Jennifer York-Barr, William A. Sommers, Gail S. Ghere, Jo Montie.
1. How might I think about this situation differently? 

2. What am I not considering?

What information do I not have?  

What questions haven't I asked?

What parameters influence this situation that I have not considered?

3. Are there other people who could help me see this differently?
4. What judgments and assumptions are blocking my ability to see this situation?

a. How do I think about change?  

b. Am I defending an already formed position?

5. Do I already hold a strongly formed view?  If so, how did I form this view?

What am I protecting or defending?  What would happen if I could think about this as an opportunity to learn rather than to defend or protect?

6. What influences my thinking and behavior that I have not considered? 

a. Life experiences

b. Values

7. What influences others' thinking and behaviors that I have not considered?

a. Life experiences

b. Values

8.  If I trusted others' intentions, how might I interpret their responses differently?

STRATEGIC QUESTIONS MODEL

Summarized from Fran Peavey, By Life's Grace: Musings on the Essence of Social Change, published by New Society Publishers in 1994. http://www.context.org/ICLIB/IC40/Peavey.htm)
"Strategic questioning is the skill of asking the questions that will make a difference. Shaping a strategic question involves these key features:

A strategic question creates motion by asking, "How can we move?" They are dynamic and don't allow a situation to stay stuck.   For example, rather asking the people in Varanasi, "Why don't you stop dumping sewage into the Ganges?" (which is really a suggestion pretending to be a question), she asked the more strategic question. "What is the meaning of the river in the lives of the people?"   They were encouraged to talk about the importance of the river in their physical and spiritual lives. 

A strategic question creates options. If I ask, ""Why don't you stop dumping sewage into the Ganges?" I have asked a question that is dynamic in one direction -- sewage & river.  A strategic question opens the options up ... What other ways might this problem be re-examined?  What other problems might be connected to this behavior?

A strategic question digs deeper. Questions can be like a lever you use to pry open the stuck lid on a paint can. If we have a short lever, we can only just crack open that lid. But if we have a longer lever, or a more dynamic question, we can pry off the lid and really stir things up. A long-lever question can stir up synthesis, motion, and energy: What needs to be changed? What is the meaning of this situation in your life? What aspects of it interest you most?

A strategic question avoids "Why." Most "why" questions force you to defend an existing decision or rationalize the present. "Why" questions can create resistance to change.

A strategic question avoids "yes" or "no" answers because these leave the person being asked in an uncreative and passive state.

A strategic question empowers. When I ask people in India, "What would you like to do to clean your river?" there is a confidence expressed that they can contribute to designing the clean-up process.

A strategic question asks the unaskable questions. For every individual, group, or society, some questions are taboo. A strategic question often challenges the values that an issue rests upon. Asking taboo questions in a nonpartisan way can be a great service to anyone with an issue on which she or he is "stuck." For example, for the politician: What do you like about the other party's platform? For the workaholic: What do you do for joy? For the tree activist: How should we make building materials?

Go Forth and Question -  We must accept the responsibility that whatever we do - or don't do - impacts the ways of life we all share. There is no way we are not involved in what is happening. How best can we be involved? We can start with deep and dynamic questioning and listening where solutions are limited only by our imagination. Our neighbors and co-workers have important strategic information. So do we. When we question deep into the heart where courage and intelligence live, strategies may be liberated into action.

The Strategic Questioning Process

 The First Level: Describe the Issue or Problem

 1. Focus Questions gather information that is already known. When you look at the river, what do you see that concerns you?

2. Observation Questions  What do you see? What do you read about this situation? What information do you need to gather about this situation?

3. Analysis Questions (Thinking Questions) What is the relationship of ... to ...? What are the main economic, political, cultural, and social structures that affect this situation?

4. Feeling Questions  How has this situation affected your body? Your feelings? How has it affected feelings about your family, community, the world?

The Second Level: Strategic Questions....Dig Deeper   Now we start asking questions that increase the motion. The mind takes off, creating new information, synthesizing, moving from what is known to the realm of what could be.

5. Visioning Questions are concerned with identifying one's ideals, values, and dreams. How would you like it to be? What is the meaning of this situation in your life?

6. Change Questions address how to get to a more ideal situation. How might changes you would like to see come about? Name as many ways as possible. What are changes you have seen or read about? Here you are trying to find the person's change view, which will greatly impact their strategies for change.

7. Considering All the Alternatives. What are all the possible ways you could accomplish these changes? How could you reach that goal? What are other ways? What would it take for you to do ...?

8. Consider The Consequences How would your first alternative affect the others in the context? What would be the effect on the environment? What political effect would you anticipate from each alternative?

9. Consider the Obstacles What would need to change in order for alternative "a" to be done? What keeps you from doing ...? Decisions become clear around this point. Are you getting a sense of what you want to do? What is in the way of clarity?

10. Personal Inventory and Support Questions What support to you need to do ...? What support would you need to work for this change?

11. Personal Action Questions Whom do you need to talk to about you vision? How can you get others together to work on this?"
As we work with students, these questioning strategies and the resulting dialogue may lead to yet unimagined possibilities we discover the courage required to tackle the critical environmental and sustainability issues of our day; they may lead to actions that can challenge the status quo and to the imagination of bold agendas for reform grounded in a shared vision of a just, sustainable and peaceful society.  
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