Appendix�Strategies for Handling Criticism
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f you know you will be going into a diffi�cult meeting, what do you do to prepare for it? What do you do to put yourself in the best possible state so that the meeting will work well for you and the others involved? All of us have strategies for dealing with stressful situations and their after�math. Most of us have developed tried and true methods that we use in the many different contexts of our lives to help us through uncomfortable cir�cumstances. A personnel evaluation session could certainly qualify as one such occasion where a posi�tive frame of mind would be particularly desirable. We know, moreover, that communication stands a far better chance of being effective when the parties involved feel personally resourceful. This section presents two strategies consisting of a set of exercises adapted from Neuro-Linguistic Program�ming.� The first strategy for handling criticism, Circle of Excellence, gives people an easy way of creating a powerful state of personal resourcefulness which, once identified and established for themselves, they can readily move into whenever they choose, particu�larly when confronted with difficult and challenging situations.


	After you have been in a difficult situation in which you were criticized or verbally attacked, what do you do to deal with the situation internally? How do you put the situation behind you constructively so that you can move forward? Again we all have strategies for doing so. The second strategy presented here, called Responding to Criticism, offers people a method for distancing themselves from the criticism that they have received so that they can better objectify the criticism and choose how they will respond to it. It is an extraordinar�ily beneficial strategy because it helps one move from a reactive response of "What do they mean by that?!" to a proactive stance of "What do I want to do about that?"


�
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CREATING A RESOURCEFUL STATE �— CIRCLE OF EXCELLENCE —


�
The Circle of Excellence is a technique to help you develop a resourceful physiological and psychological state when you are about to meet a particularly challenging situation (e.g., a public appearance, a sport’s contest, a health crisis, a final exam, a personal con�frontation). The presupposition of the exercise is that the outcome of the particular situation that you face will more likely be positive when you are prepared to act out of a re�sourceful state. 


For you as leader, the Circle of Excel�lence described here can be an invalu�able tool for maintaining a positive, resourceful state as you approach situations in which you have to communicate with less than receptive indi�viduals (e.g., difficult students, anxious par�ents, upset faculty members, or exhausted administrators).


The steps listed below are designed to help you develop an initial, personal circle of excel�lence for dealing with situations that you might come across during the course of a day, week, semester, or school year. Having a re�source state that you can easily move into can be particularly helpful in dealing with the feedback that you receive at the conclusion of an evaluation of your leadership. 


Steps in Developing a Circle of Excellence


1. Identify the context for a circle of excel�lence. When and where do you foresee that you may need to be in a particularly re�sourceful state? What characteristics would describe that resourceful state for you? (If you are assisting someone else in developing a Circle of Excellence, this can be done without your having to know the individual's context.)


2. Develop a state of excellence. Remember a time that you had the resources that you would like to characterize your Circle of Excellence. You may need to spend some time recalling specific situations where you functioned at your absolute best in order to find all the particular resources you would like to have with you in your resourceful state. You may need to bring together a vari�ety of disparate resources for your circle of excellence. You may actually find some of these resources from other areas of your life besides school.


	Check your own physiology (you may wish to do this by standing in front of a mir�ror so that you can check your own physiol�ogy) to make sure it is a "resource" physiology. Resource physiologies for most people are displayed by uplifted facial muscles and an uplifted upper body. Sag�ging shoulders and a slouched body are usually not signs of a state of excellence. If you are in doubt about your current re�source state, find another example of re�sourcefulness and/or success from another context such as family, professional meet�ings, sports, etc., and use this as a point of comparison.


3. Project a circle on the floor. With your mind’s eye, project a circle on the floor in front of you. (You may even want to make the circle your favorite color.) Recall all those resources for excellence that you de�veloped in Step 2. Now, physically step into the circle you have projected on the floor, bringing with you as you do so all those re�sources you desire to have in the future. Stay in the circle for a few moments seeing, hearing, and feeling yourself with all these personal resources. Try actually to see, hear, and feel yourself in this resource�ful state and allow its power to grow and deepen as you stand within your circle. You may wish to check to see if you want other resources with you in addition to those you have already considered.


4. Interrupt the pattern. Now, step out of the circle and do something to distract yourself for the moment and change the situation by looking out the window or thinking of some�thing you have to do later that day, etc.


5. Repeat steps 2, 3, 4. It is helpful to repeat steps 2, 3 and 4 several times until you can step into the circle and immediately access a powerful resource state. You want the state of personal resourcefulness to be well con�nected with your circle.


6. Future pace the resource. While thinking of a future situation where you will need these resources, step into the circle and see, hear, and feel what happens. Be sure to check your own physiology at this point.


7. Repeat any steps as necessary. If neces�sary, repeat steps or include additional re�sources by finding other examples from your life, or by using examples from other people's lives (e.g. another leader whom you admire for a particular quality).


	Once you have developed an initial Circle of Excellence, you can continue to de�velop and refine it by repeating these steps whenever you wish. Afterwards, to prepare yourself for circumstances (or even when you suddenly find yourself in the situation) where you want to be in an espe�cially re�sourceful state, simply project your Circle of Excellence and step into it. You may want to develop circles of excellence for different situations. You may even wish to designate a particular place or chair in your office that is in the middle of your Circle of Excellence so that whenever you are there you will find yourself immediately in a re�sourceful state.
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RESPONDING TO CRITICISM


�
Inevitably, criticism comes with the role of being a leader. If by some quirk of fate, it has been absent thus far from your life, you should consider yourself specially blessed. Criticism comes from different people and in different ways. How you respond to it is the key. Criticism and how you deal with it can affect your own self-image.


Outlined below is a strategy for Responding to Criticism. The technique de�scribed will help you take criticism that you receive and objectify so that you can learn from it and choose how you want to respond to it. 


Associated and Dissociated


	There are two ways to experience a past event, either as associated with it or as dissociated from it. The associated way of experiencing an event in past time is similar to reliving a role in a movie or play in which you are intensely involved with the charac�ters, plot and emotional undertones. This is called being “associated.” When you feel the sharp sting of criticism, you are likely asso�ciated with the criticism you are receiv�ing and therefore re-experience all the emotions and feelings of the event in ques�tion as if it were (and in fact it is) being relived.


	Another way to experience a past event is from a dissociated perspective. Here the point of view is much like that of a movie camera recording the scene. You pull back from the scene as the camera does and ob�serve all that is occurring, not just what is happening immediately to you. This is called “dissociated” or “disassociated” experience. This particular strategy for Responding to Criticism is based upon an ability to dissoci�ate yourself from the criticism, thereby helping to objectify what is happening. In fact the technique involves a double disso�ciation in which you watch yourself watch�ing a movie of yourself in action. For example, imagine that you are in the projec�tion room of a movie theater. From there you can actually watch yourself, sitting com�fortably in your favorite seat down in the auditorium of the theater, viewing on the screen a film in which you play a role. That is not quite as complicated as it may seem at first although it may require some practice before you can carry out the exercise with some ease. Essentially you are distancing yourself from the events that are being played on the screen. It is the dynamic of dissociating which makes this strategy for Responding to Criticism a particularly powerful technique.


Steps in Responding to Criticism�


1. See yourself at a distance. First of all, with your imagination see yourself out there somewhere at a distance from yourself. The you out there (like the person sitting in the auditorium of the theater) is about to learn a new way of responding to criticism. Since you out there is some distance removed from you here (the person up in the projection booth), any feelings about being criticized will be out there in front of you as well. Another way to do this is to imagine yourself sitting comfortably and securely in your favorite chair from which you can watch you out there through a window of Plexiglas. You can see and hear through this secure shield which serves as a protective barrier.


2. See yourself being criticized. You out there (in the auditorium) is about to be criticized. Watch and listen carefully as you out there is being criticized. Make sure that you out there remains in a resourceful state while he or she is being criticized.


3. See yourself picturing the meaning of the criticism. Now watch you out there as he or she makes a movie of the meaning of the criticism that he or she has received and projects it on the screen. Make this movie small and far enough away so that the you out there can comfortably watch it, feeling resourceful, perhaps with a tinge of curiosity. 


	Notice whether you out there can make a complete picture of what the person means by his or her criticism. If your picture is fuzzy or incomplete, watch while you out there asks the person questions, until there is a complete picture of the criticism. Ques�tions such as, “What specifically did I do?” or “How specifically did I do such and such?” should help to clarify the picture.


4. Decide what you think. When you have all of the information and while you are still feeling resourceful, you are in an excellent position to decide what portion of the criti�cism you out there agrees with, and what part you out there may have other opinions about. An easy way to do this is to have you out there compare the movie he or she just made of what the criticism means with your own remembered movie of the same event.


	Watch as you out there compares the two movies. How do they match? This will let you know where you are in agreement with the criticism. How do the two movies differ? Where there is a mismatch between the movies, it will be necessary for you out there to gather more information by asking what it was in what you did and/or how you did it that led the other to criticize you. Check your own version of the events to see if, in�deed, that was the meaning that you in�tended through your actions.


5. Decide on a response. Watch you out there decide what to do by way of responding to the criticism. There is a wide range of pos�sibilities. If there is a total mismatch, you may simply choose to dismiss the criti�cism. When there are some matches in the content of your memory of the event and the movie that was projected, you out there will want to decide what feedback is legitimate for you in this specific situation. You may wish to carry out any of the following in your imagi�nation:


	Let the person on the screen who was criticizing you know that you agree with the criticism. (You out there may or may not wish to apologize.) After an apology (if you out there chooses to make one), you out there may or may not want to let the person know about additional in�formation that explains some of your actions.


	You out there may wish to ask the person what would make a difference in how he or she would react if this or a similar situation were to occur again.


	You out there may choose to let the person know what you will do differently in the future.


	If after gathering information, you out there completely disagrees with the other person, you out there may wish to let him or her know that. You out there may even find such a strong discrep�ancy that you out there chooses to have no further discussion or to make no response at all.


6. Consider changing future behavior. Ask you out there “Do you want to use the infor�mation you took from this criticism to act differently in the future?” If so, then decide what it is you want to change and how and when you will use these new behaviors. Think about similar circumstances that might occur in the future and see, hear and feel yourself using what you have learned from this criticism in that future situation.


7. Repetition. You may want to repeat this technique a number of times. You may especially want to use this with vague and less than constructive criticism such as “You are insensitive” or “You never listen to anyone” in order to find out what you might learn from a situation where the criticism is not specific. (Criticism that is not specific is exceptionally difficult to comprehend.) The key points to keep in mind are:


Gather information about the criticism in a dissociated way, always keeping you out there in a resourceful state. Have you out there ask questions that seek specificity: “What specifically did I do?” “How speci�fically did I do it?”


Match or mismatch the content of the out-there movie and your memory of the event.


Decide on an appropriate response.


Use this information for new behaviors and and “future pace” (practice) them by imagin�ing yourself using those new behaviors at some point in the future.


8. Incorporate the part of you that learned this new strategy. This may seem to be a peculiar part of the technique, but it is im�portant. You have just watched a part of yourself learn a new way of responding to criticism in a useful way. Thank that part for being a special resource for you in this way. Let the Plexiglas shield melt away and slowly bring you out there back to you here and re-incorporate that part with you. You may want to reach out literally with your hands and arms in a sign of welcome and acceptance; take all the time you need and use whatever gestures seem appropriate.


	You may use this technique for any situations in which you have been or are being criticized. You may even use it for in�ternal self-criticism. Some people switch to this technique as soon as they begin to sense criticism coming. Others use the technique after criticism has occurred. In either case it is an extraordinarily effective strategy for dealing productively with criti�cism.�


	For those familiar with Jungian per�sonality types, the strategy for Responding to Criticism may seem to be something that people with thinking as their preferred mode of judging would do instinc�tively. Thinking types may still profit from using this tech�nique although they are naturally disposed toward an objectivity that helps to assimilate what can be beneficially learned from criti�cism. People with feeling as their preferred judgment function may find this exercise a valuable tool for helping them to respond to criticism positively and constructively since they tend to be more associated with the people and personal values involved in such an interaction. As a rule, feeling types take criticism far more personally than do thinking types.


�
��



�Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) combines psychological and linguistic techniques to create a model for achieving effective patterns of communications.


�Adapted from Connirae and Steve Andreas, Heart of the Mind (Moab, UT: Real People Press, 1991).


�The president of a Jesuit institution of higher education told me that he imagines his alter ego in the form of a country bumpkin perched on his left shoulder. The elfin lad is always quick with advice, feedback and perspective, when asked. It is a humorous picture, indeed, as well as a clever device for dissociating and achieving greater objectivity.
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