Training Better Listeners
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It took the most stubborn and resistive offender on my caseload to help me realize, finally, that I am capable of at least two separate things. I have slowly and incrementally improved my interviewing skills but I am also in the process of training my clients to be better listeners. Please don’t misunderstand. These people do not know they are being trained but each of them is in an intensive program I playfully call Project Echo.

I believe that, in many respects, offenders train staff in how to perform in their community corrections jobs. They will be quick to point out inconsistencies from other staff with whom they have interacted. They will complain if home calls are conducted at irregular hours or on weekends. They will try to keep the staff on their personal agenda with phrases like ‘I thought you were supposed to help me’. This causes the staff to question their own judgment and motivation.

Let’s look at this more closely. Just because we as Community Corrections professionals claim to have good intentions does not mean that our client forfeits their ‘right’ to resist our efforts. In fact, most clients see this as not only a right but an obligation. I could never figure out why, if we are operating with the best of intentions, they routinely block our attempts to help them in the areas of employment, sobriety, and other life skills. Most people act in what they perceive to be their own best interests. I have come to the conclusion that clients must see these attempts to assist them as an attack of some sort.

My stubborn client was playing his role perfectly. He was undermining my efforts, dissembling about his true goals, and remaining peeved that he was involved with this unfair and unjust system at all. Project Echo requires that we simply ask him why. The offender will then tell his story and our job is to understand why that story makes sense to him when it obviously made no sense to the judge, jury, and district attorney.  In this role I echo the story back to make sure I understand him in the same sense he understands himself. In this respect simply telling someone to change when they absolutely don’t see a problem is counterproductive, at best.
I was starting to realize that understanding the origin of the hurt and the impetus for resistance does not mean having to agree with the behavior. In fact we were hired to operate in the seam where society’s expectations collide with the offender’s story. This is a job that most citizens don’t want to understand and many politicians want to exploit. Sometimes I found myself seeing my relationship with the offender as a contest that I was determined to win. If winning is defined as creating a law-abiding citizen by virtue of his interactions with me, then I was clearly losing. Yet I persisted in the contest. The old saw about insanity being defined as doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results was becoming just as true for me as for any street addict.

Project Echo tries to soften the offender’s position, not harden it. A counterattack in the face of resistance will harden anyone’s position. If I undertake a counterattack approach I will lock both of us into place and leave little room for change. So I am learning to truly understand how my offender perceives himself as the aggrieved party. Once I can echo that perception I can tell the offender that their theory, for example, that the courts might be crooked, is certainly one possibility. I have echoed and accepted the possibility that they might be right and crooked courts are certainly one possible option. Operation Echo invites criticism and advice. It then allows me to ask questions like ‘and how does that idea get you closer to succeeding on probation?’  
I can ease into a dialogue with the offender by acknowledging his theories on life and then building on them. Taking this example one step further I can state, ‘When you say the courts are crooked, I can tell that you care about justice and fairness …what’s the fairest way to help you succeed on probation? Project Echo will come through loud and clear. It doesn’t cost anything to try this approach and suddenly my offenders are listening. This is a work in progress and I haven’t changed my basic goal of protecting the community. But I have to say, my interviews have much more depth to them these days and my offenders, whether they realize it or not, are being trained to be better listeners.  
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