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INTRODUCTION  TO  THE  STUDENT  

APPROACH 

1. Each unit contains materials for an average of five hours of class time. Of course, how long you 
spend on a unit will depend on your language level, the speed at which you learn, and how much 
of each unit you choose to do. 
 

2. The emphasis in these units is on oral communication. Most of the activities are designed for pairs 
or small groups. These activities can be taped so that you can work on them on your own or 
discuss them with your teacher. A few activities require you to work alone in order to prepare for a 
subsequent group activity. 
 

3. The teacher's guide for Level C, containing a model syllabus to help plan this level, gives a 
suggested order for using the units. Each unit is complete in itself; this means that, according to 
the needs and interests of the class, you can choose the units you need to work on, how much of 
a unit you want to do, and, if you wish, a different order in which to work on them than the one 
suggested.* 
 

4. Within each unit, there are further opportunities to make choices. You can focus only on those 
functions you need, or you can choose which, if any, of the practice activities you want to do. You 
can also choose when to do the practices: e.g. beforehand in preparation for the unit; en route or 
as they come up in the unit; at the end after you have looked at the whole unit as a review; or at 
any other time the group wants. 
 

5. Although all activities are complete in themselves, you are invited to contribute your own contexts, 
information, problems or topics. In this way you can make the units better reflect your own reality 
and get the most out of them.  

OBJECTIVES 

Each of the units in Phase 2 presents language for a combination of several objectives as listed below. 

Explaining 
 

Describing  
Supporting opinions  
Defending points of view  
Counselling  
Advising  
Handling hypothetical questions  
Handling complex work-related situations  

The objectives are reviewed in two types of unit: task units and workshop units.  

Phase 2 contains six task units and three workshop units. 

 

*Note: In the teacher's guide for Level C, Phase 2 materials are suggested for use in Session 10, Week 1 and Week 2; Session 
11, Week 1, Week 2 and Week 3 and Session 12, Week 1. 
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Descr ipt ion of  Units  

Workshop and task units differ in their focus and in their organization. 

WORKSHOP UNITS 

These are units which focus on language. The language is presented in the context of workshops similar 
to ones you might attend to improve your communication skills. For example, you can find out what 
language to use in a variety of situations requiring diplomacy, such as challenging your boss, correcting 
a colleague at a meeting or persuading co-workers to change their minds. 

How Are Workshop Units Organized? 

These units are organized by language function, that is, by the purpose for which expressions are used, 
such as hedging, stalling, refusing, insisting,.... 

What Do Workshop Units Consist Of? 

1. An OVERVIEW, framed in a box on the first page of each unit, presents the functions, grammar, 
vocabulary or strategies presented in that unit. 
 

2. Some units have BEFORE YOU BEGIN, it contains questions which will help you focus on finding 
out what you already know and what you need to learn about the functions and the expressions in 
the unit. 
 

3. The next sections each focus on a different language function. For each language function you are 
given lists of the words and expressions you need and activities to help you learn them. 
 

4. Wherever you see STUDY, you will find a list of new expressions, vocabulary or grammar which 
you will need for the activities. Wherever you see STRATEGIES, you will find communication 
strategies which will help you to get your meaning across. Finally,gives lists of expressions, 
vocabulary or grammar you may have already learned. 
 

5. Wherever you see PRACTICE, you will find a communication exercise which will practise the 
expressions, vocabulary, grammar or strategies you have encountered. 

Task Units 
 
1-The Stranger in Our Homes 
 
3-Safety First 
 
4-What Are You Afraid Of? 
 
5-To Your Health! 
 
7-What's the Beef? 
 
8-What Are the Alternatives?

Workshop Units 
 
2-Get Your Message Across 
 
6-Find the Right Words! 
 
9-How Should I Say This?
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6. Each workshop ends with a CONSOLIDATION ACTIVITY. Consolidation activities are interactions 

or games which will allow you to integrate everything you have learned in the workshop. 
 

7. At tab A is the APPENDIX which contains expressions for 34 functions, tense usage references 
and vocabulary. 
 

8. Where required, answers are included and can be found in ANSWERS at tab B.  

TASK UNITS 

These are units which focus on a task requiring the use of language: solving problems, analyzing, 
making choices or decisions, or making recommendations. For example, you may be asked to choose a 
candidate for a special project, advise colleagues about work-related problems or recommend ways to 
reduce costs. 

How Are the Task Units Organized? 

These units are organized by sub-tasks, that is, by the steps involved in accomplishing the task, for 
example, preliminary discussions, informal meetings with one or two others, making a final decision, 
plan or recommendation. 

Expressions, vocabulary, grammar or strategies used in accomplishing each of these sub-tasks are 
presented in sequence where they are needed. 

Optional practice activities to help you master these expressions, vocabulary, grammar and strategies 
are presented at the end of each unit. 

What Does a Task Unit Consist Of? 

1. As in the Workshop units, the first page is an Overview of the functions, grammar, vocabulary or 
strategies presented in that unit. 
 

2. The next sections each focus on a different step in the task. For example, when the task is 
choosing a candidate, the steps include discussing qualifications, preparing for the selection 
committee and making a decision. 
 

3. As in the Workshop units, wherever you see the headings STUDY and STRATEGIES, you will find 
lists of the new expressions, vocabulary or grammar and strategies which you will need for the 
activities.gives lists of expressions, vocabulary or grammar you may have already learned. 
 

4. Often, after these lists, you will see PRACTICE. This directs you to optional activities located at the 
end of the unit. These activities allow you to practise the expressions, vocabulary, grammar or 
strategies which have been presented. Since these activities are independent of the steps in the 
task, you may use or omit them, depending on your needs. 
 

5. Where required, answers are included for each task unit in ANSWERS at tab B.  
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HOW  SHOULD  I  SAY  THIS? 

Overview 

In this unit, you will be attending a workshop which will enable you to fine-tune your 
English language skills, especially those required when handling sensitive situations in the 
workplace. 

You will be working with the following functions: 

Giving bad news 
 

Giving negative feedback  
Challenging  
Correcting  
Contradicting  
Hedging  
Stalling  
Disagreeing  

You will be working with the following strategies: 

Being positive 
 

Being tentative  
Distancing  
Empathizing  
Explaining your action, position or decision  
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Before You Begin  

Often at work we have to deal with situations which require tact because they are sensitive. First work in 
small groups and consider the following questions. 

Step 1 Group/Consider

a. Have you had to deal with any of these sensitive situations in English?
 

 
Giving bad news  
Giving negative feedback  
Challenging  
Correcting  
Contradicting  
Hedging  
Stalling  
Disagreeing  

 
 

b. What other sensitive situations have you had to deal with?  
 

c. In your workplace, what topics would be considered sensitive to discuss with your boss, your 
colleagues or your employees? 
 

d. What settings make situations sensitive (e.g. a formal meeting, a staff party)? 
 

e. What personality types or personality characteristics make situations sensitive to deal with (e.g. an 
unconfident person, an authoritarian person)?  
 

f. What effect do the status of the people involved, or how well you know them, have on the 
sensitivity of a situation? 
 

g. Under what circumstances would you address sensitive situations directly? 
 

h. Under what circumstances would you need to use tact or diplomacy? 
 

i. What strategies do you use most often when you have to be tactful in English?  

Step 2 Class/Discuss

Now discuss your responses with the class. 

Were your classmates' responses the same as yours or different? 

If they were different, what accounts for the differences (the nature of the workplaces, the personalities 
of the people involved, something else)? 
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Deal ing With Sensit ive Situat ions  

Class, group /Discuss

With your class or with a small group, consider the following questions: 

Under which circumstances would each of the strategies be most effective? 
 

Which of these strategies have you tried?  
Which work best for you?  
Which of these strategies are new to you?  
Which would you like to try?  

STRATEGIES 1 

BEING TACTFUL 

The same strategies can be used in a variety of different sensitive situations. 

1. Prepare the person; indicate that something sensitive is about to come.
 

 
2. Distance yourself from the situation by using the passive voice or impersonal 

subjects. 
 

3. Be tentative; use some of the following: 
questions instead of statements  
modals such as "could" or "might"  
adverbs such as "perhaps", "possibly", or "maybe"  
verb phrases such as "It seems..." or "I was wondering..."  

 
 

4. Focus on positive aspects; there are several ways to accomplish this: 
make positive statements before mentioning the sensitive issue  
say what you would prefer or what you would have preferred rather than what 
always goes wrong or what has gone wrong  
point out mitigating circumstances, if there are some  

 
 

5. Explain your action, position or decision.  
 

6. Show understanding or express empathy.  
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Giving Bad News 

Step 1 Individual/Read

Delivering bad news often requires tact. Read the conversation below and identify the bad news. 

Step 2 

Chief: Could I speak to you privately? 

Employee: Sure.

Chief: I'm afraid I have to tell you something you won't want to hear. In our new location, it 
seems you and Doug will have to share an office.

Employee: Oh no!

Chief: I'm aware of the personality conflicts you and Doug have had in the past. If I could have 
arranged things differently, I would have, but I really had no alternative, given the other 
people we're dealing with here. You're mature enough to understand the dilemma so I 
was hoping you could maybe make an effort to control your temper and ignore the things 
you find difficult about him. If you can pull this one off, I'll really owe you one.

Pair/Discuss

Now work with a partner. Re-read each of the sentences carefully and decide which strategy for dealing 
with sensitive situations is used in each.  

Then try to identify what accounts for the tact in each tactful expression.  

Compare your ideas with ANSWERS on page B-9.  

 

Step 3 Class/Discuss

Discuss the following with your teacher and the class. 

Have you used any of the strategies used in the conversation? 
 

 
Which of these strategies do you think you would feel comfortable using?  
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Step 4 Individual, pair, group / Make notes

What other expressions do you know for each of the strategies used in the conversation? Make a 
list in the space on the next page.  

Compare your list with STUDY 1 that follows. 

GIVING BAD NEWS

STRATEGIES EXPRESSIONS

STUDY 1 

GIVING BAD NEWS 

1. You can prepare the person.
 

Unfortunately/I'm afraid, there's some bad news.
 

Unfortunately/I'm afraid, I have to tell you something you won't want to 
hear. 

I'm sorry / I hate to tell you this, but I can't renew your contract.
 

I know this is a touchy subject, but I can't renew your contract. 
You're not going to like this,  but I can't renew your contract. 

2. Distance yourself. There are several ways to do this.
 

Use an impersonal subject:
 

There seems to be  we have financial problems.
 

It seems (that) we have financial problems. 
It would seem (that) we have financial problems. 
It looks like*/ as if we have financial problems. 
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Use the passive voice: 

Unfortunately, a freeze has been placed on all hiring.
 

Use the passive voice as well as an impersonal subject:
 

It's been pointed out that a freeze was our only option.
 

It was felt that a freeze was our only option. 

3. Where possible, explain your action, position or decision.
 

I'm awfully sorry but there is/was nothing (else) I can/could do.
 

I have/had no alternative. 
I'm afraid I haven't been able to protect you. 
I've tried to avoid this problem/situation. 
I've been put in a terrible situation. 

If I could do things differently, I certainly would.
 

If I could have done things differently, I certainly would have. 

I would have preferred if things had worked out differently.
 

I would have preferred for things to have worked out differently. 

4. Say how you feel about the situation and show empathy for the person's feelings.
 

 
I know what this means to 
you (and I'm very sorry.) 
I know how bad you feel (and I'm 
very sorry.) 
I know what a blow this is (and I'm 
very sorry.) 
I know what you're up 
against (and I'm very sorry.) 

I recognize that you have financial 
obligations. 
This must be very hard for you. 
I wish things had worked out 
differently/otherwise. 

I understand your situation.
 

I'm not unaware of** the difficulties 
you face. 

5. Be tentative. 
 

Use adverbs or modals to express possibility or probability:
 

I'm not unaware of the difficulties you face.
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*In colloquial speech, "like" is sometimes used to introduce a clause. 
**A double negative makes the statement affirmative. The sentence means "I'm aware of the difficulties you face". 

Maybe you can  find related work in another department. 
You can probably find related work in another department. 
You might be able to find related work in another department. 

Use expressions such as "I think" or "I wonder:"
 

I think I can get you an interview.
 

I don't think you'll have any trouble. 
I wonder/ was wondering if you would consider retraining. 

Use questions instead of statements:
 

Could you (possibly) do some retraining?
 

6. Point out any positive aspects or any mitigating factors in a bad situation.
 

At least you'll have some time to look around.
 

It's only temporary.
 

7. Combine a number of strategies. 
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PRACTICE 1: SOFTENING THE BLOW 

Step 1 Pair/ Read, discuss

Discuss the expressions you could use to deliver the bad news in each of these situations with a 
partner. Jot down the expressions you use in order to discuss them later. 

1. You have to assign an employee to a project for which she has expressed extreme disinterest. 
However, she is the only one on your team whom you can count on to do the job thoroughly and 
also meet the deadline. 
 

2. You and a colleague have been working very hard on a project. You both thought it was going 
well. Your boss has just stopped you in the hall and expressed dissatisfaction with the work so far; 
you will have to start again at square one. Now you have to tell your colleague. 
 

3. Your boss completed a report and, just before the deadline, asked you to do a quick check. The 
report is well written but there are some serious factual omissions which ought to be corrected 
before publication. 
 

4. You said you would be the United Way representative for your division because nobody else 
would do it and your boss needed to find a volunteer. You have just received the schedule of 
orientation meetings as well as the campaign deadlines. Because of the amount of work you have 
to do during that time period, and because there are so many people to canvass in your division, it 
will be impossible for you to be the representative.  
 

5. Because your spouse has unexpectedly been offered a very good job in another city, you and your 
family have decided to relocate. You and your supervisor have worked well together on several 
projects and had been looking forward to further collaboration. Now you have to tell your 
supervisor about your family decision.  
 

6. An employee spent a lot of personal time preparing a proposal which would improve the efficiency 
of the work unit. The proposal was rejected; you have to tell the employee.  
 

7. One of your co-workers lives in an area with very poor bus connections. It has not been too difficult 
for you to give this person a lift to work. Now, since you have other family responsibilities, you 
have to take another route and you won't be able to provide transportation any more.  

Step 2 Pair/Write

Write your own situations for another pair to work on. 

Step 3 Class/Discuss

Meet with the class and discuss the expressions you and your partner chose and your reasons for the 
choices. Did you all agree on the amount of tact required for each of the situations?  

Step 4 Pair/ Role play

For additional practice, you may want to roleplay some of these situations with a partner. 
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Giving Negat ive Feedback 

When you have to give negative feedback, you can use many of the strategies you have already 
discussed for dealing with other sensitive situations. The strategies and expressions below are 
particularly useful for negative feedback. 

What other strategies or expressions do you use when you have to give negative feedback to a 
superior, a peer or a subordinate? 

STRATEGIES 2 

NEGATIVE FEEDBACK 

1. Focus on positive points.
 

Instead of saying what should be done or what should have been done, state your 
preference: 

I would prefer you to co-operate more.
 

I would have preferred (it) if you'd told me about the problem right away. 

It would be better if you delegated some of the work.
 

It would have been better if you had delegated some of the work. 
It would be/have been better to delegate some of the work. 

Make positive statements before mentioning negative aspects:
 

On the whole, your work is good; however, you must be more punctual. 
 

Generally speaking, your work is good; however, you must be more punctual.  

I'm happy with your work, but you spend too much time socializing. 
 

I'm happy with your work, except for the amount of time you spend socializing. 

You work well on your own. Unfortunately, you don't work as well with others.
 

2. Say how you feel about the matter.
 

I'm sorry (to have to say this), but there are complaints about your temper.
 

I'm afraid I have to tell you, there are complaints about your temper. 

I don't like to complain,  but I wish you'd file these yourself.
 

I hate to bring this up (again), but I wish you'd file these yourself. 
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PRACTICE 2: CRITICIZING TACTFULLY 

In this activity, you can practice giving negative feedback tactfully. 

Step 1 Pair/ Prepare cards

Work with a partner and write at least three situations like these, each on separate cards. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

One of your employees does not do a fair share of the work assigned to the unit. 
You have already discussed the problem with the employee who does not take 
criticism well. Unfortunately, there has been no change. 

You think: "I wish I could get Jean out of my division." What do you say?

Your supervisor introduced a new system for the work you do and asked you to 
try it out. Your supervisor thinks the system is great and is not generally open to 
differences of opinion.

You think: "The new approach has no advantages." What do you say?

Your supervisor, who welcomes an exchange of ideas, introduced a new system 
for the work you do and asked you to try it out. Your supervisor thinks the system 
is great.

You think: " The new approach has no advantages." What do you say?

A colleague always collects money or sells raffle tickets for worthy causes. Today 
you were asked to sponsor the colleague's child for a charity run-a-thon.

You think: "I'm sick of this." What do you say? 

Your boss often collects money or sells raffle tickets for worthy causes. Today 
you were asked to sponsor the boss' child for a charity run-a-thon.

You think: "I'm sick of this." What do you say?
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The director has scheduled several mandatory meetings to start very late in the 
day. The meetings run late, past the time you have to leave to pick up your 
children from daycare.

You think: "Why can't we start the meetings earlier?" What do you say? 

Your supervisor's child has been brought to work several times recently because 
the usual care giver was ill. You were asked to keep an eye on the child while 
your supervisor attended meetings. When you arrived today, the child was 
already playing quietly near your desk.

You think: "Babysitting isn't part of my job description!" What do you say? 

You were supposed to turn in an important report at the end of the day. Your co-
worker whose input was necessary left early without telling you and without 
leaving the necessary information. This person has let you down on other 
occasions. 

You think: "That's totally irresponsible behaviour. If we didn't 
have to continue working together, I'd say what I really 
think."

What do you say?

A conscientious supervisor, who does not delegate tasks although there are 
people available to share the workload, is obviously burned out from working so 
hard. You have already discussed the problem with this person during 
performance appraisals.

You think: "Why won't Chris learn?" What do you say?
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Step 2 Teams, class / Respond tactfully

Scoring (optional) 

If you wish, you can decide on a scoring system; for example, points could be awarded for the 
appropriateness and accuracy of each response. 

Class Divide into two teams.

Teacher Collect and shuffle all the situation cards written by the class. You can also use the ones 
on pages 9-12 and 9-13.

 

First: Teacher–Select a card and read out the situation.

Then: Team 1, Member 1–Give an appropriately tactful response to the situation read out by your 
teacher.

Next: Team 2, Member 1–Give another appropriately tactful response to the same situation 
using a different expression and/or strategy.

Again: Team 1, Member 2–Respond to the same situation using a different expression and/or 
strategy.

  Alternate turns back and forth from team to team until one team has no more responses to 
offer. 

  If members of the other team still have responses, they can give them in turn. 

Continue: Teacher–When a situation has been exhausted, that is when no one on either team has a 
new response, select another situation card.

  Both teams continue as above, alternating turns in response to the new situation. 
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Chal lenging/Correct ing/Contradict ing  

Below are expressions which challenge, correct or contradict very directly. In which situations, with 
whom and under which circumstances could you use these? 

Are any of these expressions more diplomatic than the others? Which ones? 

Many of the strategies you have learned for other sensitive situations can be used for challenging, 
correcting or contradicting.  

Imagine that someone has said, "We'll have to finish the report ten days earlier than expected." You 
aren't convinced this is an accurate time frame. 

Discuss the strategies and expressions you could use to express your point of view with your class. 

STUDY 2 

CHALLENGING/CORRECTING/CONTRADICTING 

No! 
No way! 

I don't believe that!  
Are you sure? 

The truth is... 

You're wrong! 
That's wrong! 

You  can't be right. 
That can't be right. 

That's not true. 
That's not so. 

You've got it wrong. 
You've got your facts wrong. 

Nonsense! 

That's not what I've read. 
That's not what I've heard. 
That's not what I've been told. 
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Now consider some expressions for strategies that are particularly useful in the context of challenging, 
correcting or contradicting. 

STRATEGIES 3 

CHALLENGING 

1. Use impersonal words (That, It, There) instead of a personal pronoun (You). In this 
way, focus is deflected from the person who has made the error.  

That can't be possible.
 

There must be some mistake. 
Somebody must have given you incorrect information. 

2. Use the passive voice so that responsibility for the error is not mentioned. 
 

Has that been verified?*
 

3. Be tentative about your challenge. 
 

I'm not sure that's right.
 

That doesn't seem to be right to me. 
That doesn't sound right to me. 

I thought the deadline was the same but fewer of us are assigned to the 
project. 
I was under the impression the deadline was the same but fewer of us are 
assigned to the project. 

4. Use questions. 
 

Is it (really) going to be that much earlier?
 

Is that time frame right?
 

Whose authority is that based on?
 

Have you checked that out?
 

You can use affirmative or negative questions to give the correct information to the 
speaker who has made the error and, in this way, allow the speaker to save face. 

Speaker: "The new tax deductions will start right away."
 

You know the deductions won't start for another three months. You could say:
 

Do you mean before the three-month grace period they promised?
 

Don't you mean three months from now?
 

Isn't it three months from now? 
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*Question form adds to the tact of the challenge. 
**This is a rather formal expression. 

 
Question tags are another way to soften the challenge. 

It won't start until three months from now, will it?
 

It'll start three months from now, won't it? 

5. Try introductory words and phrases.
 

Speaker: "I'm the only one who always has to do extra work around here." From 
the time sheets, you know that extra work has been assigned equally in turn to 
everyone in the section. You could say: 

To further dilute the effect of the challenge, preface the introductory words and 
phrases above with one of these expressions: 

I'm sorry, but actually, everyone gets an equal share of extra work.
 

I hate to contradict you, but everyone gets an equal share of extra work. 

6. Use a combination of the strategies above.
 

I'm sorry but that hasn't been approved as policy yet, has it?
 

As far as I know, 
I think 

If I could set the record straight,**

As a matter of 
fact, 
Actually, 
In fact,

(I know  that) 
(I've been shown that) 
(I've seen evidence 
 that)

extra work is allocated 
equally.
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PRACTICE 3: RESPONDING TACTFULLY 

Step 1 Pair/ Read, discuss

Work with a partner. Read the conversations below. For each situation, decide what expressions could 
be used to make the second speaker's response more tactful. 

a. Supervisor, at a staff meeting: The conference next month will be open to all employees.
 

 
Conference committee member: No; only permanent employees can come. Contract and term 
people aren't included. 
 

b. Director: So, I understand the whole unit will get computer training in the next few months. 
 
Chief: You've got your facts wrong. The training will be spread over the year and will be provided 
only to those whose work requires word processing. 
 

c. Colleague: If you're deployed to another group at the same level as you were in, you can end up 
with a promotion. 
 
Colleague: The truth is that a deployment is not an appointment and does not result in a 
promotion. 
 

d. Colleague: Under no circumstances are we to accept any gifts, benefits or hospitality offered by 
groups, persons or organizations which have dealings with the government. 
 
Colleague: You're wrong. According to the Conflict of Interest Code, we can accept incidental gifts, 
hospitality or other benefits as long as they meet certain criteria: they have got to be within the 
bounds of propriety and be a normal expression of courtesy or hospitality; they can't bring 
suspicion on our objectivity and impartiality; and they can't compromise the integrity of the 
government. 
 

e. Colleague: Dental coverage stops when you go on leave without pay. 
 
New employee: Nonsense! If you go on authorized Leave Without Pay, the employer paid 
coverage will be extended to you for the total period of your absence.  

Step 2 Group, class /Discuss

With a small group or with the class, discuss the responses you chose. 
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PRACTICE 4: CHALLENGING STATEMENTS 

Step 1 Individual/ Read, consider

Work alone. Decide which expressions for challenging you could use in each of the following contexts. 

Speaker 1: "We will be responsible for the design and implementation of the new program." 

You know that the implementation phase will include another division. How would you challenge the 
incorrect statement above if the speaker and setting were: 

a. a co-worker, whom you know well, while you are working alone together? 
 

b. the same co-worker at a meeting?  
c. a colleague, whom you don't know well, at a meeting?  
d. the division head at a division meeting?  

Speaker 2: "We will be moving into the new premises in September." 

As co-ordinator of the move, you know that, because renovations are behind schedule, the move cannot 
possibly occur before September 30. How would you challenge the incorrect statement above if the 
speaker were: 

a. your chief? 
 

b. the chief of another division?  
c. the director?  
d. the director general?  

Speaker 3: "There will be ten management trainees in the program." 

You have just attended a meeting of the finance committee where you found out that it will be possible 
to accommodate fifteen trainees because more money has been made available. How would you 
challenge the incorrect statement above if the speaker were: 

a. your supervisor, when just the two of you are present? 
 

b. your supervisor at a division meeting?  
c. your supervisor at a meeting of the entire unit?  
d. your director, in each of the situations in a), b) and c)?  

Step 2 Pair, group, class /Discuss

Discuss your choices with a partner, a small group or the class.  

Step 3 Pair/Create

Work with a partner. Using the format in either PRACTICE 3 or PRACTICE 4, write up 
challenging/correcting/contradicting situations based on your own experience. 

Step 4 Pairs/ Respond tactfully

Exchange your situations with another pair and respond to the situations you receive. 
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Compare your ideas to the suggestions in the ANSWER KEY. 

Discuss the other expressions you know for hedging or stalling with your class. If you wish, compile a 
class list and compare yours with Hedging/Stalling in the Appendix. 

STUDY 3 

HEDGING/STALLING 

When hedging or stalling, a number of different approaches are commonly used: 

making a general comment rather than giving a specific answer 
 

indicating that the information cannot be provided either because of a lack of 
knowledge or because of someone's request or order  
answering part of the question  
answering a different question  
playing for more time  

Read the expressions below and decide which approach is used in each. 

I'll have to check about that. 

That would require further reflection 
That would require more time. 

I'm (really) not in a position  to comment on 
that. 
I'm (really) not able to comment on that. 
I'm (really) not at liberty to comment on that. 

It's a matter of opinion. 
I'll have to get back to you. 
It hasn't been decided yet. 
Things are still up in the air.  
I'd just as soon not get into that. 
I'd like to be more forthcoming, but... 
I can't say one way or the other. 
That's a can of worms. 
I'll have to sleep on it. 
It's a moot point. 
It's an open question. 
A final decision hasn't been made yet. 

Things are still up in the air. 
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PRACTICE 5: HEDGING AND STALLING 

In this activity, you will practice hedging and stalling. 

Materials 

 
Step 1 

In groups of 
four:

24 index cards or small pieces of paper, 12 to be used for names, 12 to be used for 
situations

In groups of six: 36 index cards or small pieces of paper, 18 to be used for names, 18 for situations

Groups/ Prepare cards

Preparation 

a. Divide into groups of 4 or 6. 
 

b. Each person writes their name on three of the cards.  
c. Collect the name cards, shuffle them and place them together, face down, in a NAMES pile.  
d. Work with a partner from your group; on separate cards write 6 situations requiring hedging or 

stalling, such as the ones below.  
 

 
e. Collect the situation cards from your group, shuffle them and place all the cards together, face 

down, in a SITUATIONS pile.  

You have not finished a report 
which is due. Your boss says, 
"When will it be ready?"

Your colleague asks you your 
height or weight. You are 
sensitive about both.

Your boss has invited you 
and your family to a party. 
You really don't want to go.

You receive a complaint 
about service. You should 
have known if there were 
problems, but you didn't. 
Cover for yourself.

Your colleague asks you how 
much your house cost. You 
don't want to say.

An employee asks you 
directly about the last report 
just handed in. It was not 
satisfactory; however, you do 
not want to hurt feelings.

Someone from another 
division wants to know about 
your new project plans. You 
have been told not to say 
anything until the project has 
been approved.

Your employee says you 
keep information from the 
division. You weren't sure 
how much detail you were 
allowed to divulge. You are 
still uncertain.

Your friend and co-worker 
had to do some shopping and 
is not back from lunch yet. 
Your boss asks you where 
this person is.
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Step 2 Groups/ Pick up, hedge, stall

Procedure 

The activity continues until there are no more name cards in the NAMES pile. If points have been 
awarded, players total their points; the winner is the player with the most points. 

Scoring (optional) 

If you want to award points, decide on a scoring system, for example, for each response, a maximum of 
two points for appropriateness and two points for accuracy. 

Player 1: From the top of the NAMES pile, pick a card, read out the name on it and place it, face 
up, in a separate pile. 
 
From the top of the SITUATIONS pile, pick a situation, read it out and return the card, 
face down, to the bottom of the SITUATIONS pile. 

Player 2 
(the person 
called on by 
Player 1):

Hedge or stall appropriately as required by the situation which has been read out. 
Points can be awarded for appropriate and accurate responses. 
 
After you finish hedging or stalling, select a card from the top of the NAMES pile, read 
out the name on the card and place the card, face up, in the pile with the names which 
have already been called, that is, on top of the card with your name on it. 
 
From the top of the SITUATIONS pile, pick a situation, read it out and return the card, 
face down, to the bottom of the SITUATIONS pile. 

Player 3 
(the person 
called on by 
Player 2):

Hedge or stall appropriately as required by the situation which has been read out. 
Continue, as before, by selecting a name card from the top of the NAMES pile for 
Player 4.
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From your individual lists, compile a class list of strategies and expressions. Now compare the class list 
with the Disagreeing and Disagreeing Diplomatically lists. (Refer to page A-16 of the Appendix.) 

STUDY 4 

DISAGREEING 

Usually, tact is required when you have to express disagreement. Write down the 
strategies and expressions you use when you want to disagree tactfully. 
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PRACTICE 6: DISAGREEING DIPLOMATICALLY 

In this activity, you will use different expressions of disagreement. 

Step 1 Pairs/ Role play

Procedure 

Follow this framework: 

Continue the discussion as long as you can. 

Step 2 

First – Speaker 1: Make the comment indicated by the description of each of the odd numbered 
situations in Step 2.

Then – Speaker 2: Disagree and give a reason.
Next – Speaker 1: Disagree with Speaker 2 and give a reason.

Pairs/ Role play

Now do the even numbered situations. But this time switch roles; i.e. Speaker 2 becomes Speaker 1 
above and makes the comment, etc. 

Situation 1: Speaker 1 – Section supervisor 
Speaker 2 – New employee 

The section supervisor does not like the image which casual clothing, like T-
shirts, jeans and running shoes, presents to the public. 

 
Situation 2: Speaker 1 – Touchy colleague 

Speaker 2 – Colleague 
The touchy colleague feels that everyone is too critical. 

 
Situation 3: Speaker 1 – Team leader  

Speaker 2 – Team member 2 
Team member 3 continues to do unsatisfactory work, making life very 
difficult for everyone. The team leader doesn't want to do anything about it 
right now because of problems in the personal life of team member 3. 

 
Situation 4: Speaker 1 – Chief 

Speaker 2 – Long-time employee 
The chief insists that everyone attend a reception for the director who is 
moving to another department after one year with your directorate. The 
reception will be from 1:00 until 2:00 this afternoon.  

 
Situation 5: Speaker 1 – Chief 

Speaker 2 – Clerk 
The photocopier keeps breaking down because people are not using it 
correctly. The chief believes the best solution is for all photocopying to be 
done by the clerk, the only person who knows how to operate it properly. 

Interaction Canada – Phase 2 – Workshop Unit: How Should I Say This

9-24Canada School of Public Service



 
Speaker 6: Speaker 1 – Activist employee 

Speaker 2 – Moderate colleague 
The air in your building is bad. Despite complaints, nothing has been done. 
The activist wants everyone to refuse to work until a plan is established. 

 
Situation 7: Speaker 1 – Chief 

Speaker 2 – Employee 
The chief believes time sheets are the best way for employees and 
management to keep track of time spent and work accomplished. 

 
Situation 8: Speaker 1 – choose your own role 

Speaker 2 – choose your own role 
Create your own situation. 
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Consol idat ion  

HOW SHOULD I SAY THIS? 

In this activity you will be able to practise the functions, strategies and expressions you have studied in 
the workshop. 

Materials 

Small index cards or blank business cards (at least 9 cards per player)  
Flip chart pages (one per group of players) 

Step 1 Group/ Prepare cards

Preparation 

Divide the cards into three roughly equal sets. On each card in one set, write the number 1; on the 
second, write the number 2; on the third, write the number 3 as in the example below. 

 
Step 2 

1 2 3

Group/Prepare

On a flip chart page, create a Task Chart like the one on page 9-28. Draw a 9 row, 3-column grid. 
Number the rows from 1 to 9, and name the columns A, B and C. 

Step 3 Group/ Read, write

Now, look at the Model Task Chart on page 9-29. In each square of the grid on the flip chart, write 
similar tasks involving one of the functions, strategies or expressions you have studied in the workshop. 
Below are some formulas for writing tasks: 

Give the situation and function required; ask for strategies to deal with it. 
 

Give the situation and ask for a response.  
Give the situation and specify function, content and strategy to be used.  
Give the situation and content of the response.  

Tasks can be randomly assigned to the twenty-seven number-letter combinations. Hang the Task Chart 
where everyone can see it. 

If you wish, use some of the examples from the Model Task Chart but do use your own tasks as well.  

Step 4 Group/ Shuffle, deal cards

Shuffle the cards you made (Step 1 above) and deal out three cards to each player. Place the remaining 
cards face down in the centre of the table. 
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Step 5 Individual, group /Play

Procedure 

Look at your cards and at your Task Chart. Choose a task from the chart which corresponds to any one 
of the numbers in your hand, or to the sum of any two or all three numbers. Trying to get rid of all your 
cards at each turn will help give you a higher score, if you are successful handling the situation. 

For example, if your hand contains cards numbered 1, 2 and 3, you could choose from among the 
following tasks: 1A, 1B, 1C, 2A, 2B, 2C, 3A, 3B, 3C, 4A, 4B, 4C, 5A, 5B, 5C, 6A, 6B or 6C. If your hand 
contains cards numbered 3, 3 and 3, you can only choose from 3A, 3B 3C, 6A, 6B 6C, 9A, 9B, and 9C. 

Player 1 

Place the appropriate number of cards (one, two or three) face up on the table. Read out the task 
you have chosen, then attempt the task. 

If the task is successfully accomplished to the satisfaction of the other players, you keep the cards. 
Place them face up in a pile beside you. If the task is not successfully accomplished, return the 
cards to the bottom of the central pile. 

Draw more cards from the central pile so that your hand still contains three cards. The turn now 
passes to the next player. 

Player 2, etc. 

Follow the instructions as above. 

Notes 

1. You may choose the same task number (1-9) as often as your hand allows; however, you must 
not choose the same task on consecutive turns. 
 

2. You may choose to repeat a previously accomplished task on non-consecutive turns; however, 
you must give a different response each time. 
 

3. If you choose the same task as another player, you must give a different response.  

Scoring 

When all the cards from the central pile have been drawn, and none remain in the players' hands, total 
up the points from the cards in your own pile. 

The player with the highest number of points is the winner. 

(See below for a variation of this game.) 
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TASK CHART

  A B C

1

     

2

     

3

     

4

     

5

     

6

     

7

     

8

     

9       
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MODEL TASK CHART 

  A B C

1

Your colleague has to 
handle a sensitive 
situation with another 
colleague. Suggest 
two useful strategies.

Tell your co-worker that 
you won't be able to keep 
a promise to help with a 
difficult task because 
you're going on training.

As secretary, you hear 
many complaints about 
how the division 
functions. You think your 
boss should know. Be 
tactful.

2

Your friend from 
another department 
wants to know how 
much your unit has 
spent on software. 
You aren't allowed to 
say. Hedge. 

You are the only person in 
your unit who 
understands the new 
computer system. 
Prepare your boss for the 
news that you have 
accepted another 
position.

Your director is using 
figures from your report 
in an informal address to 
your unit. The figures 
quoted are incorrect. 
Tactfully point out the 
error.

3

A journalist has come 
to you with some 
controversial 
information. The facts 
are wrong. Directly tell 
him so. 

A colleague has trouble 
expressing disagreement 
when dealing with 
superiors. Suggest two 
useful strategies.

Your employee made a 
presentation which was 
well organized but 
boring. Be direct in 
giving this negative 
feedback.

4

Your friend who has 
applied for a job in 
your unit wants to 
know what his 
chances are. Hedge 
by making a general 
comment.

Your boss believes the 
most important quality in a 
manager is organization. 
You feel communication 
skills are more vital. 
Disagree tactfully.

A colleague who dislikes 
being wrong says there 
is $1 000 left in the 
division budget. You 
know there is only $750. 
Correct the colleague 
using three strategies.

5

The minutes have too 
much detail and miss 
the point. Point this out 
to the author. Use two 
strategies.

An employee on a priority 
list asks why her 
deployment to your 
section hasn't happened 
yet. You don't want to 
answer. Hedge.

Your director suggests 
elaborate sessions in 
the management of 
change; you believe in a 
low key approach. 
Disagree tactfully.

6

Tell your colleague 
that his presentation 
was weak and lacked 
organization. Be 
tactful.

Your supervisor has 
asked for advice in 
handling a sensitive 
situation with the director. 
Suggest two useful 
strategies. 

Your secretary is going 
to have to take minutes 
for yet another 
committee. Gently, give 
your secretary this bad 
news. 
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Variation 

In this version of the game, players choose a task number based on the cards in their hands as in the 
regular game, but without knowing what kind of task they will have to accomplish.  

Step 1 

 

7

The minutes of the last 
meeting misquote you. 
Correct them without 
embarrassing the 
secretary.

As a supervisor, you have 
to let a term employee go. 
Prepare the employee for 
the bad news.

A new employee argues 
for the purchase of 
expensive software. You 
disagree with spending 
so much money. Be 
tactful.

8

You forgot to send an 
important memo to 
another unit before 
you left the office. Now 
the chief of that unit 
needs it. Hedge or 
stall. 

Tell your team members 
that a promised new 
computer has gone to 
another team. Distance 
yourself from the bad 
news.

In a memo, your 
colleague mistakenly 
gave your telephone 
number for RSVPs for 
an information session. 
Be direct in pointing out 
the error.

9

You think your 
supervisor showed 
favouritism in the 
allocation of training 
funds. Tactfully give 
this feedback by 
distancing yourself.

You have just made a 
presentation. A participant 
is asking questions for 
which you don't have 
answers. Stall.

A colleague, who you 
know well, wants to 
raise group morale by 
organizing sports events 
during lunch hour. You 
hate sports. Be direct.

Group/Prepare

Divide into two groups. With your group, prepare a Task Chart. Appoint one person in the group to be in 
charge of the tasks. Exchange your completed Task Chart with the other group. No one else in either 
group is allowed to see their new Task Chart.  

Step 2 Group/Decide

Decide on a winning score; e.g. 15 or 25. The first player to reach that score wins. 

Step 3 Group/ Play, score

Play the game with your group. When you choose a number, the person in charge of the tasks will read 
out your task to you. The activity then continues as described in Procedure on page 9-27. 
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