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Effective Education Strategies 
for Good Talks 

 
(Sections of this handout were taken from The Savvy Ally: 
A Guide for Becoming a Skilled LGBTQ+ Advocate) 
  
Humans are resistant learners and that’s a good thing. We work 
hard to acquire our “lump of knowledge” (i.e., what we know 
about the world) and we must protect it. Pondering new 
information, comparing it to what we “know,” checking for 
validity, and eventually accepting it and ejecting old information 
from our “lump of knowledge” takes time. Learning is a process. Below are some 
effective education strategies that will help open people’s ears to conversations, rather 
than shut them down when we’re challenging their “lump of knowledge.” 
 

Prep Work for a Good Talk 
 
Put Yourself in the Hot Seat: Before heading into a conversation where you’ll be 
sharing what you know, think about a time when you were in the hot seat as the learner. 
When you were the one being asked to use more inclusive language or refrain from 
telling an offensive joke, what opened your ears to the conversation and what shut you 
down? 
 

Set Your Listen/Share Dial to 50/50: Even if you’re making an intervention (i.e., 
suggesting that someone change their language choices) you should only be talking 
about half of the time. The focus should be on the impact, not the intent, but it’s 
respectful to offer folks an opportunity to talk about how they “didn’t mean it that way” 
and to share their own perspective on their language choices. Consider preparing a few 
questions in advance that will welcome the person to share their thoughts and views. 
 

During the Good Talk 
 

Assume Goodwill: If a person uses an icky, outdated term or makes a comment that 
rubs you the wrong way, assume that they did not intend to be hurtful. This simple 
assumption will take you so very far in your efforts to have respectful conversations. 
Assuming that the person has simply not gotten the memo on the most updated and 
respectful terms, which is most likely true, will set the tone for a wonderful interaction. 
 

Start with a Connecting Statements: If you have ever struggled with a new concept 
yourself, now is a great time to bring it up, because this will help you connect with the 
other person. For example: “You know, I used to say, ‘That’s so gay’ a lot, too. Then a 
friend said something to me that made me stop and think about what I was saying.” 
Another way to connect with someone is to start by acknowledging that it’s hard to keep 
up with changes in language and terminology. For example, you might start a 
conversation with, “I know this language stuff can be super confusing.” 
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Don’t Label; Focus on the Impact: If a person makes a cultural faux pas, labeling it as 
“homophobic” or “transphobic” is unlikely to help. Most likely the person will get super 
defensive and the conversation will veer off on a tangent about why the comment was 
or wasn’t homophobic or transphobic. Focus on the issue at hand instead, which is that 
the comment made you feel yucky. 
 
Use “I” Statements: One of the ways we can focus the conversation on what is 
important (namely, the impact of people’s words) is to use “I” statements or other 
language that focuses on how the comment made you feel. A possible response to 
“That’s so gay” is, “I would love it if you used a different word. I’m sure you didn’t mean 
it in a hurtful way” (squeezing in that “assume goodwill” strategy!) “but it upsets me 
when people use the word gay in a negative way like that. Maybe you could say ‘That’s 
so pathetic’ instead.” 
 
Educate with Examples, Not Definitions: Instead of offering definitions of words, give 
examples that demonstrate concepts. For example, “Equality is handing every soldier a 
pair of size 10 boots. Equity is handing every soldier a pair of boots that fits their feet.” It 
may be your instinct as an educator to share dictionary definitions, but concrete 
examples are often the most effective tools for educating. 
 
Try the “Switch It” Technique: The “switch it” technique is a fantastic educational tool. 
When hurtful LGBTQ+ comments or microaggressions are switched and readdressed to 
straight/cisgender people, it can make clearer why they might be considered offensive. 
If you hear someone asking an LGTBQ+ community member an inappropriate question 
about, say, surgery or sexual behaviors, ask the person whether they would ask a 
straight/cisgender person the same question. For example, would we ever ask a straight 
woman how she knows she’s straight if she’s never slept with a woman? Would we ever 
ask a cisgender coworker if she’s had a hysterectomy?  
 
Listen for Those Pesky Myths and Stereotypes: Much of the information people have 
about LGBTQ+ individuals comes from the media, where they are often represented 
inaccurately using extreme stereotypes. Some of people’s discomfort with LGBTQ+ 
people may be related to these false images. Encourage people to share their fears and 
concerns, as some of these myths may come out in conversation, so that you can 
address them. 
 
Be Aware of Your Hot-Buttons Issues: Hot-button issues are those comments or 
questions that get us especially riled up, heated, angry, and tongue-tied. When our hot 
buttons are pressed, we are less likely to assume goodwill and more likely to respond 
with anger and sarcasm. Knowing which questions and topics are personal hot buttons 
for you is an important step toward being an effective educator. Once you are aware of 
your hot-button issues, you can practice appropriate responses when you are calm and 
in your own space. If you are not yet aware of your hot buttons and a comment or 
question arises that causes the steam to pour from your nose and ears, a good strategy 
is to buy yourself some time. You might say something like, “I need to ponder that for a 
bit. I’ll get back to you,” or, “Ooooh! Pizza! Hold that thought. I’ll be back in a few!” 
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