
Goal

n To engage participants in a process of self-reflection that will help them to investigate barriers

to effective listening—including assumptions and judgments about people who are different

from themselves—and to apply the strategy of pulling back from their own emotions.

Time

2 hours, 45 minutes (3 hours, 30 minutes, with opening and closing activities)

Supplies

n Flip chart, markers, and tape

n Paper and pencils

n Instructor's Guide, “Personal Style Continuum Statements” (p. 3.13)

n (optional) Activity 3.2: Tape to create a continuum line on the floor
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Communication Skills #2—
Developing Self-Awareness

Module 3

Activities

3.1 Exploring Assumptions

3.2 Personal Styles

Break

3.3 Pulling Back

Methods

Large-group exercise

Large-group exercise, discussion

Demonstration role play, interactive
presentation, brainstorming, small-
group work, discussion, individual
exercise and pairs work

Time

30 minutes

60 minutes

15 minutes

60 minutes
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Handouts

n Handout 15: “If You Had a Choice”

n Handout 16: “Personal Style Continuum”

n Handout 17: “Choosing to Pull Back” (three pages)

n Handout 18: “Pulling Back: When Feelings Get in the Way of Listening”

Advance Preparation

Review all training and presentation materials for each activity.

Prepare a flip chart page with the day’s agenda, and post it where it can remain throughout 

the day.

Plan an opening activity of 15 to 30 minutes, with a warm-up exercise and recap of what was

covered in the previous session. Review the homework, if assigned.

If this is the only module being conducted on this day, plan a closing activity of about 15 minutes

to summarize what has been learned, solicit questions and feedback from the participants on

the day’s activities, and to get a sense of how participants are feeling. A sample evaluation form

is provided on page I.17.

If Module 4 will be conducted more than one day from now, consider assigning homework—

a practice activity based on this module’s content—for participants to work on until the 

next meeting.

Activity 3.1

Copy Handout 15, “If You Had a Choice,” for all participants.

Activity 3.2

Clear enough space in the middle or along one wall of the room so participants can position

themselves along an imaginary continuum. It may help to lay down a line of tape from one end

of the room to the other. If the room is not large enough to allow everyone to move around

freely, you may want to use a hallway.

Have available for this activity the Instructor’s Guide, “Personal Style Continuum Statements”

(page 3.13).

Copy Handout 16, “Personal Style Continuum,” for all participants.

Activity 3.3

If there is no co-instructor, ask for a participant volunteer to help you with the demonstration

role play in step 1. Explain that he or she will play a mentee who is angry and disrespectful

toward the mentor (played by the instructor). A sample role play is provided in the Teaching Tip

on page 3.16.

Copy Handouts 17 and 18, “Choosing to Pull Back” and “Pulling Back: When Feelings Get in the

Way of Listening,” for all participants.
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For step 6, think of times when you’ve followed option A and option B that you feel comfortable

sharing with participants.

For step 9, think of examples of pull-back strategies that have worked well for you in professional

and personal situations.

For step 13, think of situations that provoke you emotionally, to help explain Handout 18.

Prepare a flip chart page for step 15, “Instructions for Pairs Work.”

—Teaching Notes—
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—Teaching Notes—
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Activity 3.1 Exploring Assumptions 30 minutes

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this activity, participants will be able to:

Describe how and when they make assumptions about other people; and

Describe the possible impact of making assumptions in a mentor–mentee relationship.

Key Content

n All people make assumptions; this is natural and normal.

n People often make assumptions about others based on limited information. Key factors in

these assumptions are stereotypes about age, sex, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 

sexuality, or appearance. Many times, these initial assumptions are wrong.

n When meeting someone for the first time, a person does not know anything about the new 

person’s story. He or she may have pieces of his or her story, but until the person begins to give

out information, it is not possible to know what is true. To find out what is true, it is important

to ask questions, be curious, and confront rumors and assumptions.

n On the negative side, the stories about others that people assume are correct can prevent them

from really getting to know an individual. On the positive side, if people are aware of their

assumptions, they can ask questions to check the accuracy of their thoughts, thereby opening

the conversation and building the relationship.

Activity Steps

Large-group exercise (30 minutes)

1. Introduce this exercise by noting that it is normal to make assumptions about people, that 

is, to take small pieces of information and fill in other details based on our past experiences.

However, those assumptions, which are often based on beliefs about people of a certain age, 

sex, race, appearance, or socioeconomic status, are often wrong. Explain that this exercise will

explore how this happens by asking participants to pretend they can choose a desirable mentee

based on a few simple facts.

2. Distribute Handout 15, “If You Had a Choice.” Ask the participants to read the statements

about three potential mentees. Based on the information given, they should number the state-

ments one through three, choosing the person with whom they would most want to work as

number one and least want to work with as number three.
— Continued next page
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3. After 2 minutes, ask participants to raise their hands if mentee A was their first choice. Ask for

volunteers to share what drew them to placing this mentee first. On a flip chart page entitled

“Reasons for Choosing Mentees,” note their reasons for choosing mentee A.

4. Do the same for mentees B and C.

5. Then reveal to the participants that the statements were written about the same mentee. 

Ask participants:

How can these statements be about the same person?

6. Explain that these statements are examples of information that might be gained at different

points in a relationship or from different sources. Emphasize that when people first meet, they

don’t know each other’s whole story. Each may have pieces of the other’s story, but until a person

confirms it, what’s really true isn’t known.

7. Refer back to the flip chart page with the list of reasons for choosing a mentee. Ask participants

to identify assumptions that were made and that are reflected in their reasons. Ask participants:

Which assumptions were true? Which were not?

How can you check or clarify your assumptions?

Teaching Tip

At this point, participants may assume this exercise is supposed to teach that assumptions

are bad. Be clear that making assumptions is normal and natural, regardless of whether they

turn out to be right or wrong. The goal is to become more aware of assumptions and work

to clarify or confirm them—as discussed in the next step.

8. Explain that assumptions may be right or wrong, but they are guesses based on only a little

information—e.g., someone is a young mother, therefore she may be overextended or unreli-

able. In order to check if assumptions are true or false, the first step is to become aware of them.

The second step is to explore the assumptions by asking the mentee questions that invite the

mentee to share his or her own perspective—e.g., “Having young children and a job can be 

challenging—how are you doing with all of this?” Asking questions is a good way to clarify 

information and check assumptions.

Activity 3.1, continued

Reasons for
Choosing
Mentees

A.

B.

C.
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9. Summarize by concluding that people generally relate to others based on what they already

know—or what they think they know. Since the mentor is responsible for initiating the relation-

ship with the mentee, it is important to learn the mentee’s story by building a relationship and

learning directly from her or him, rather than making assumptions.

—Teaching Notes—
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—Teaching Notes—
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Activity 3.2: Personal Styles 60 minutes

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this activity, participants will be able to:

Describe four basic categories of personal style;

Describe their own personal style in terms of these categories;

Explain that differences in personal style are not right or wrong;

Explain how differences in personal style can lead to wrong assumptions and judgments

about another person’s behavior; and

Explain how being aware of differences in style can help them relate better to their mentees

and avoid negative judgments about them.

Key Content

n Each person has a particular personal style that describes how he or she sees the world,

approaches challenges or new situations, and communicates with others. Generally, people

assume everyone sees and experiences the world as they do. It is important for peer mentors 

to understand the differences between their own and their mentees’ personal styles and to 

recognize that there is no right or wrong personal style.

n Being aware of one’s own personal style is important to effective communication. Once peer

mentors are aware of their own styles, they can change their approach and communicate 

more effectively with mentees whose styles are different from their own.

n This model presents four dimensions of personal style, with a continuum of individual 

characteristics for each dimension:

n Introvert/Extrovert;

n Big-Picture Oriented/Detail-Oriented;

n Feeler/Thinker; and

n Present Oriented/Future Oriented.

Activity Steps

Large-group exercise (50 minutes)

1. Note that, in addition to examining our assumptions about people, it is also useful, when

relating to others, to become more aware of “personal style.” Explain that “personal style” refers

to how people see the world and how they act or behave in different situations. When working

closely with other people—whether mentees or consumers—it is useful to know one’s own 

personal style and how to work with people whose styles are different from one’s own.
— Continued next page
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2. Explain that participants will first explore this concept through a large-group exercise. Ask

everyone to stand and move to the cleared space in the room (see Advance Preparation). Explain

that you will read two statements that describe two nearly opposite ways of behaving. If partici-

pants relate completely to one statement, they will go to one end of the space. If they relate 

completely to the other, they will go to the other end. If they feel sometimes one way and some-

times the other, they will stand somewhere in the middle. It’s important to note that there are 

no right or wrong answers to this—just different ways of behaving. (Note that, after they do this

one time, it will make a lot more sense.)

3. Referring to the Instructor’s Guide: “Personal Style Continuum Statements” (p. 3.13), read the

first two statements—“I prefer to work alone” and “I prefer to work with others.” Point to where

participants should stand if they agree completely with the first statement and where they

should stand if they agree completely with the second. People who do not agree completely 

with either statement should stand somewhere in between.

4. After everyone has taken a position, confirm that the people at the ends of the continuum are

where they want to be. Then establish a place roughly midway between the two ends, which is

for people who relate equally to both statements. Check in with those in the middle: if they relate

somewhat more to one statement than the other, they should reposition themselves a bit closer

to the appropriate end.

Teaching Tip

You may or may not want to use the word “continuum.” If you do, point out how people are

spread out in an imaginary line between the two statements. The range of opinions from

those who agree totally with one statement to those who agree totally with the other repre-

sents the concept of “continuum.” The important point is to recognize that some people

relate strongly to one statement, others relate strongly to the other, and still others will be

somewhere in between. No position is right or wrong.

5. Repeat this process with the next two sets of statements. Then point out that the statements

on one side generally describe a personal style called “introvert,” while those on the other side

describe a style called “extrovert.” Note how many people were somewhere in between the two

ends. Remind participants that there are no right or wrong styles and that most people are a

combination of introvert and extrovert. (A handout distributed at the end of the activity will

remind them of these concepts.)

6. Repeat the process with the next personal style category, and then summarize for “big-picture

oriented/detail oriented.” Do the same for “feeler/thinker” and “present oriented/future oriented.”

Teaching Tips

Allow time for informal discussion as people place themselves. More time may be needed if

participants already know each other, as they are likely to begin discussing who belongs

where. This can be a valuable part of the exercise. Ultimately, however, each participant

decides for him- or herself where to stand on the continuum.

Keep the tone light, allowing people to change their minds about where they place them-

selves, and to tell brief stories about how their personal style has played out in their lives.

The stories will most likely be about interactions with family or colleagues that they now

understand differently.

Activity 3.2, continued
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Also, encourage people at opposite ends of the continuum to describe what it feels like 

to be in a room with their opposites. Keep the tone light and guard against blaming and

judging. Help participants see that working and communicating with people with styles

opposite to their own requires making adjustments.

Remind participants that each person is unique and that the activity is designed to give them

insight into their own and others’ ways of being in the world. No place on the continuum 

is right or wrong, or better or worse. The goal is for participants to better understand them-

selves and others and to appreciate how they might have emotional responses to or make

judgments about others whose styles are different from theirs.

Training Option

If some participants are not able to move easily around the room, this exercise can also be

done on a flip chart page. Draw a line from one edge of the page to the other to represent

the continuum. Ask participants one at a time to help place themselves on the continuum

by instructing you where to place their initials, as you read the relevant statements. Point to

the center of the line, and have each participant tell you where to write his or her initials by

saying, “more to the left [or right], more, more...there.”

Discussion (10 minutes)

7. Ask participants (see Key Content for points to cover):

How do you think knowing this information about yourself will help you be a more effective

peer mentor?

What will it be like to mentor someone whose style is different from yours? What strategies

might you use?

8. Distribute Handout 16, “Personal Style Continuum,” and note that trainees can refer to it later

on to remind themselves of what they experienced and discussed in the large-group exercise,

and to consider what personal style categories colleagues, friends, or mentees might fall under.

—Teaching Notes—
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—Teaching Notes—
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Instructor’s Guide 3.2: 
Personal Style Continuum Statements

I prefer to work alone. I prefer to work with others.

I am more comfortable I am very comfortable at 

with a few close friends large parties and other 

than at a big party. social situations.

When I have a problem, When I have a problem, 

I think inwardly to solve it. I talk about it with others.

I get bored with I pay close attention to detail

details and facts. and need to know facts.

I make decisions quickly. I make decisions after 

pondering all the angles.

I am very disorganized. I am very organized.

I shy away from, or am I have tolerance for 

uncomfortable with, conflict. some conflict.

My decisions are influenced My decisions are influenced

by emotions and feelings. by facts and logic.

My opinions are swayed by My opinions are swayed by 

emotional argument. reason, rationale, and data.

My social activities are My social activities are

usually spur of the moment. usually planned.

Change is exciting to me. Change is a bit scary to me.

I think mostly about today. I think a lot about the future.

Key

Introvert Extrovert Big-Picture Detail-Orientated
Orientated

Feeler Thinker Present-Oriented Future-Oriented
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—Teaching Notes—
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Activity 3.3: Pulling Back 60 minutes

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this activity, participants will be able to:

Describe how emotional responses often get in the way of their ability to listen attentively;

Explain that pulling back from their emotional responses often leads to more effective 

communication; and

Identify strategies for pulling back from their emotional responses.

Key Content

n When people are faced with situations or people who provoke an emotional response, listening

can become difficult and communication often becomes charged. While people rarely have

control over others’ words or behavior, each person can control his or her own emotional

responses to a situation. Shifting personal internal responses makes it possible to listen more

attentively. The resulting communication is more effective and more positive.

n “Pulling back” requires gaining control of yourself in an emotionally stressful situation. 

The steps of pulling back are to:

n Notice your internal reaction and judgments;

n Freeze your reaction—and put it aside; and

n Put your attention back on the other person.

n Clear and objective thinking is especially important in peer mentoring and leads to good

communication and problem solving. Pulling back allows a person to think more clearly 

(i.e., not get caught up in an emotional reaction), listen more effectively, and thus better

understand what was said.

n Pulling back from a mentee’s emotionally charged statements, followed by paraphrasing, will

allow a mentor to gain emotional control of him- or herself and open up the conversation

instead of shutting it down.

n Pulling back from an emotional response does not mean being soft or allowing dishonest

workers to get away with something. In fact, using pull-back strategies makes it much less

likely that a peer mentor will be misled or manipulated. Maintaining objectivity allows for

keener listening and fuller exploration of the situation with the mentee.
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Activity Steps

Demonstration role plays and discussion (10 minutes)

1. Note that, in spite of our best efforts to explore assumptions about our mentees and consider

the impact of differences in personal style, there may be times when we find it difficult to stay

calm when talking with a mentee. Explain that you will now conduct a brief role play to demon-

strate one such situation. Ask the participant volunteer (see Advance Preparation) to come 

forward. Introduce yourself as the peer mentor and your assistant as the mentee, and conduct

the first role play.

Teaching Tips

The first role play demonstrates a situation in which a mentee says something inappropriate

to the peer mentor, who reacts very emotionally, thereby aggravating the situation. An exam-

ple is provided below; however, instructors should tailor the role play to situations known to

be problems for participants.

Sample scenario: The peer mentor sees the mentee walking down the street and says,

“Hello—how are things going?” The mentee shouts angrily, “Why are you always in my face?

I didn’t ask for a mentor, you know. Why don’t you just leave me alone?” The startled peer

mentor shouts back, “Well, believe me, I didn’t ask to have you as a mentee. I’ll just tell your

supervisor how you feel and let her deal with you.”

2. Ask participants:

What did you observe about the peer mentor’s response to the worker?

What is the likely outcome for the mentor and mentee’s relationship?

How could the peer mentor have responded differently in order to get a better, more 

productive outcome?

3. Repeat the role play, with the mentee exhibiting the same behavior and the peer mentor

demonstrating a pull-back technique and several of the participants’ suggestions about how to

better respond to the situation.

Teaching Tips

Examples of the peer mentor’s response could be to take a deep breath, and paraphrase

what the mentee said, e.g. “It sounds like you are very upset with me.”

The instructor should exaggerate the pull-back strategy because, in general, people are 

not aware of someone pulling back. However, in a demonstration role play, it should be 

very obvious.

4. Ask participants:

What did you observe this time about the peer mentor’s response to the mentee?

What is the likely outcome for the mentor and mentee’s relationship?
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Interactive presentation (15 minutes)

5. Remind participants that, as demonstrated in the listening and paraphrasing activities, people

listen well when they bring their full attention to a conversation. However, having an emotional

response to a speaker, or to his or her words, is one of the most powerful blocks to listening.

Discuss the first bullet in Key Content about the importance of managing one’s own internal

responses in order to listen effectively.

6. Distribute Handout 17, “Choosing to Pull Back.” Review the first page, describing option A and

option B, and applying them to the demonstration. If helpful, add personal examples (see

Advance Preparation).

7. Ask participants: What does each option generally lead to? After several responses for each

option, turn to page 2 of the handout (“Option A/B Generally Leads to...”), and discuss.

8. Turn to page 3 (“‘Pulling Back’ Means”). Reinforce the meaning of “pull back” and the steps.

Ask participants for examples from their work experience when they might need to pull back and

gain control over their emotions.

Brainstorming and discussion (15 minutes)

9. Explain that people use multiple strategies to pull back in stressful situations. The goal of this

activity is for participants to become aware of the strategies they use and strengthen them and 

to learn new strategies. Briefly give examples of pull-back strategies that have worked for you,

professionally and personally.

10. Ask the group to brainstorm different strategies for pulling back. Write the strategies on a flip

chart page. List the examples you gave to get things started.

Teaching Tips

The list could include: take deep breaths, silently say a prayer, silently count to five, and

silently say a personal affirmation such as “I have the strength to deal with whatever is 

happening here.”

Some strategies may not be appropriate responses to stressful situations (for example, walk-

ing away). Redirect or reframe these responses before writing them on the flip chart page.
— Continued next page

Pull-Back
Strategies
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11. Explain to the group that there are two categories of pull-back strategies. The first are 

strategies that people use immediately, or in the moment, when they are having an emotional

response. The second category’s strategies are ones people use when they know they are about 

to be in a potentially stressful situation, such as a difficult meeting or phone conversation, but

there is time to prepare.

12. Quickly review the list from step 10, and ask participants to identify which strategies are

immediate, or in the moment, and which ones are preparatory. Label each strategy with an “I” 

or a “P.” Some strategies will work well in either instance.

Teaching Tip

Examples of preparatory strategies include: vent or talk to a coworker about the situation,

listen to soothing music, and imagine yourself staying calm and collected during the 

situation. Some strategies may belong on both lists.

Individual exercise, pairs work, and discussion (20 minutes)

13. Distribute Handout 18, “Pulling Back: When Feelings Get in the Way of Listening.” Read

through it together, explaining that these are examples of personal or workplace situations in

which a person might need to pull back. Use examples from your own life to help participants

understand what you mean and to model self-reflection and self-disclosure.

Teaching Tips

The first images that come to mind when someone says, “What provokes you?” tend to be

very strong and are directly useful in this pull-back activity. “Provoke” is intentionally used

here to bring to mind previous emotionally charged situations. These images provide 

excellent learning resources that participants can draw on to answer the questions:

What, if anything, helped you pull back in that situation?

If you were in that situation again, what would your pull-back strategy or 

strategies be?

Point out to participants that anger is not the only emotion that gets “provoked”—sadness,

discouragement, helplessness, joy, and excitement are other feelings that are sometimes

triggered. It is necessary to pull back from any of these emotions if the intention is to 

listen well.

14. Ask participants to take a few minutes, individually, to check off those items on the list that

resonate with them and add others they have previously encountered. Explain briefly that, to

control one’s emotions, one must first become aware of them. Most of the time, specific situa-

tions or people provoke certain emotions in a person. Identifying such situations in advance will

help in pulling back when the mentors actually encounter the situations.

15. Divide participants into pairs. Post the prepared flip chart page, “Instructions for Pairs Work,”

and ask them to take 10 minutes to share the items they checked on the list and help each other

identify pull-back strategies.

Activity 3.3, continued
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16. After 10 minutes, return to the large group and ask one member of each pair to briefly note

the items that provoked them and the pull-back strategies they identified. Ask for one item and

strategy from each group, and keep going around the room until all the strategies have been

noted. Add any strategies not listed earlier to the brainstorm list (from step 10).

Teaching Tip

Participants cannot go into great detail about things that provoke them emotionally. Help

them stick to summarizing their stories and focusing on pull-back strategies.

17. Thank participants for their efforts, and note that they will have a chance to practice pulling

back in the next module. 

Pull Back:
Instructions for

Pairs Work
1. Share what you checked

on the list
2. Help each other 

identify pull-back
strategies — one 
in-the-moment 
strategy and one to
prepare for a difficult
situation.

—Teaching Notes—
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—Teaching Notes—


