Laura Keldorf, Riverdale High School (OR)

Brene Brown: “The Power of Vulnerability”

To what extent can the acceptance and use of vulnerability affect the efficacy of conflict
management and sustainable peacebuilding?

Objective:

Students will discuss vulnerability’s utility as it relates to the management of conflict and
the development of sustainable peace.

Possible Common Core State Standards Addressed: Writing

WHST.9-10.5: Use technology, including the Internet, to produce, publish and update individual
or shared writing projects, taking advantage of technology’s capacity to link to other information
flexibly and dynamically.

WHST.9-10.6: Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer a question
or solve a problem; narrow or broaden the inquiry when appropriate; synthesize multiple
sources on the subject, demonstrating understanding of the subject under investigation.
WHST.9-10.8: Draw evidence from informational texts to support analysis, reflection and
research.

Possible Oregon State Standards: Social Science Analysis

HS.57. Define, research, and explain an event, issue, problem, or phenomenon and its
significance to society.

HS.58. Gather, analyze, use, and document information from various sources, distinguishing
facts, opinions, inferences, biases, stereotypes, and persuasive appeals.

HS.59. Demonstrate the skills and dispositions needed to be a critical consumer of information.
HS.60. Analyze an event, issue, problem, or phenomenon from varied or opposing perspectives
or points of view.

HS.61. Analyze an event, issue, problem, or phenomenon, identifying characteristics,
influences, causes, and both short- and long-term effects.

HS.62. Propose, compare, and judge multiple responses, alternatives, or solutions to issues or
problems; then reach an informed, defensible, supported conclusion.

HS.63. Engage in informed and respectful deliberation and discussion of issues, events, and
ideas.
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One to Two Class Periods:

The Ted Talk inspired lessons will follow the suggested lessons 1.1 - 2.3 (Defining and
Identifying both Conflict and Peace). Prior to the suggested lessons from the USIP
Peacebuilding Toolkit for Educators listed below, students will discuss the importance
Vulnerability and Empathy.

Lesson 2.6 Active Listening

Lesson 2.7 the Process of Negotiation
Lesson 2.8 Negotiation Role-play

Lesson 2.9 Mediating Conflict

Lesson 2.10 Advanced Mediation Practice

Step One:

Define “vulnerability”

http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/gqg live/science _meaningful life videos/speaker/fred lus
kin/the sea of vulnerability/

Step Two:

Students write in their journals for five minutes in response to the following question:

Write about your reaction to someone using the word “vulnerable” to describe you. What
associations do you have with this word? Why? Think of specific examples as you respond.
Students select 1-2 lines of their writings to share out loud.

After students share, we identify common themes and uses of in the student responses.

Step Three:

Introduce Brene Brown: Include a brief biography, consult these sources
(https:/lwww.ted.com/speakers/brene_brown or http://www.uh.edu/socialwork/about/faculty-
directory/b-brown/)

Step Four:
Hand out copies of the interactive transcript that include the following questions at the top.
Students watch the TedTalk and harvest evidence that supports the answers to the following
guestions:
1. How does Brown’s definition of vulnerability complement what we have discussed
regarding the maintenance of trusting relationships (2.1) and identifying conflicts and
their elements (2.2 and 2.3)?
2. Which of all the examples she offers do you find most compelling, and why? Be
prepared to share specific excerpts from her presentation to support your answer.
3. What flaws in her assertions can you find? What does she neglect to consider and how
might that impact a negotiations or mediation process?

Step Five:
Students discuss their answers at their tables, using the interactive transcript as a tool to
harvest specific quotations from the text.
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Six student names are drawn for the discussion table in the middle of the room (the fishbowl).
The six students in the fishbowl have a discussion based on the questions that they discussed
at their respective table groups, using their annotated interactive transcript to cite direct
evidence as they participate. After one student in the fishbowl speaks, another from outside the
bowl has an opportunity to replace that student and contribute to the conversation.

Step Six:

Collect and respond to free writes.

Collect and respond to interactive transcript annotations.

Track the participation of each student in the small and large group discussions.
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Interactive Transcript: Brene Brown’s The Power of Vulnerability

As you watch and listen to the Ted Talk by Brene Brown, prepare answers to the following
guestions:

1. How does Brown’s definition of vulnerability compliment what we have discussed
regarding the maintenance of trusting relationships (2.1) and identifying conflicts and
their elements (2.2 and 2.3)?

2. Which of all the examples she offers do you find most compelling, why? How might
vulnerability be useful to peacebuilders? Be prepared to share specific excerpts from her
presentation to support your answer.

3. What does she neglect in her presentation? Are there flaws in her argument regarding
the utility of vulnerability? Be specific and prepared to defend your answer.

00:12 So, I'll start with this: a couple years ago, an event planner called me because | was
going to do a speaking event. And she called, and she said, "I'm really struggling with how to
write about you on the little flyer." And | thought, "Well, what's the struggle?" And she said,
"Well, | saw you speak, and I'm going to call you a researcher, | think, but I'm afraid if | call you
a researcher, no one will come, because they'll think you're boring and irrelevant.”

00:36 (Laughter)

00:37 And | was like, "Okay." And she said, "But the thing | liked about your talk is you're a
storyteller. So | think what I'll do is just call you a storyteller." And of course, the academic,
insecure part of me was like, "You're going to call me a what?" And she said, "I'm going to call
you a storyteller." And | was like, "Why not 'magic pixie'?"

00:56 (Laughter)

00:59 | was like, "Let me think about this for a second.” | tried to call deep on my courage. And |
thought, you know, | am a storyteller. I'm a qualitative researcher. | collect stories; that's what |
do. And maybe stories are just data with a soul. And maybe I'm just a storyteller. And so | said,
"You know what? Why don't you just say I'm a researcher-storyteller." And she went, "Ha ha.
There's no such thing."

01:25 (Laughter)

01:27 So I'm a researcher-storyteller, and I'm going to talk to you today -- we're talking about
expanding perception -- and so | want to talk to you and tell some stories about a piece of my
research that fundamentally expanded my perception and really actually changed the way that |
live and love and work and parent.
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01:45 And this is where my story starts. When | was a young researcher, doctoral student, my
first year, | had a research professor who said to us, "Here's the thing, if you cannot measure it,
it does not exist." And | thought he was just sweet-talking me. | was like, "Really?" and he was
like, "Absolutely." And so you have to understand that | have a bachelor's and a master's in
social work, and | was getting my Ph.D. in social work, so my entire academic career was
surrounded by people who kind of believed in the "life's messy, love it." And I'm more of the,
"life's messy, clean it up, organize it and put it into a bento box."

02:28 (Laughter)

02:30 And so to think that | had found my way, to found a career that takes me -- really, one of
the big sayings in social work is, "Lean into the discomfort of the work." And I'm like, knock
discomfort upside the head and move it over and get all A's. That was my mantra. So | was very
excited about this. And so | thought, you know what, this is the career for me, because | am
interested in some messy topics. But | want to be able to make them not messy. | want to
understand them. | want to hack into these things that | know are important and lay the code out
for everyone to see.

03:08 So where | started was with connection. Because, by the time you're a social worker for
10 years, what you realize is that connection is why we're here. It's what gives purpose and
meaning to our lives. This is what it's all about. It doesn't matter whether you talk to people who
work in social justice, mental health and abuse and neglect, what we know is that connection,
the ability to feel connected, is -- neurobiologically that's how we're wired -- it's why we're here.

03:39 So | thought, you know what, I'm going to start with connection. Well, you know that
situation where you get an evaluation from your boss, and she tells you 37 things that you do
really awesome, and one "opportunity for growth?"

03:52 (Laughter)

03:54 And all you can think about is that opportunity for growth, right? Well, apparently this is
the way my work went as well, because, when you ask people about love, they tell you about
heartbreak. When you ask people about belonging, they'll tell you their most excruciating
experiences of being excluded. And when you ask people about connection, the stories they
told me were about disconnection.

04:18 So very quickly -- really about six weeks into this research -- | ran into this unnamed thing
that absolutely unraveled connection in a way that | didn't understand or had never seen. And
so | pulled back out of the research and thought, | need to figure out what this is. And it turned
out to be shame. And shame is really easily understood as the fear of disconnection: Is there
something about me that, if other people know it or see it, that | won't be worthy of connection?
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04:51 The things | can tell you about it: It's universal; we all have it. The only people who don't
experience shame have no capacity for human empathy or connection. No one wants to talk
about it, and the less you talk about it, the more you have it. What underpinned this shame, this
"I'm not good enough," -- which, we all know that feeling: "I'm not blank enough. I'm not thin
enough, rich enough, beautiful enough, smart enough, promoted enough." The thing that
underpinned this was excruciating vulnerability. This idea of, in order for connection to happen,
we have to allow ourselves to be seen, really seen.

05:31 And you know how | feel about vulnerability. | hate vulnerability. And so | thought, this is
my chance to beat it back with my measuring stick. I'm going in, I'm going to figure this stuff out,
I'm going to spend a year, I'm going to totally deconstruct shame, I'm going to understand how
vulnerability works, and I'm going to outsmart it. So | was ready, and | was really excited. As you
know, it's not going to turn out well.

05:58 (Laughter)

06:00 You know this. So, | could tell you a lot about shame, but I'd have to borrow everyone
else's time. But here's what | can tell you that it boils down to -- and this may be one of the most
important things that I've ever learned in the decade of doing this research.

06:15 My one year turned into six years: Thousands of stories, hundreds of long interviews,
focus groups. At one point, people were sending me journal pages and sending me their stories
-- thousands of pieces of data in six years. And | kind of got a handle on it. | kind of understood,
this is what shame is, this is how it works. | wrote a book, | published a theory, but something
was not okay -- and what it was is that, if | roughly took the people | interviewed and divided
them into people who really have a sense of worthiness -- that's what this comes down to, a
sense of worthiness -- they have a strong sense of love and belonging -- and folks who struggle
for it, and folks who are always wondering if they're good enough.

07:07 There was only one variable that separated the people who have a strong sense of love
and belonging and the people who really struggle for it. And that was, the people who have a
strong sense of love and belonging believe they're worthy of love and belonging. That’s it. They
believe they're worthy. And to me, the hard part of the one thing that keeps us out of connection
is our fear that we're not worthy of connection, was something that, personally and
professionally, | felt like | needed to understand better. So what | did is | took all of the
interviews where | saw worthiness, where | saw people living that way, and just looked at those.

07:51 What do these people have in common? | have a slight office supply addiction, but that's
another talk. So | had a manila folder, and | had a Sharpie, and | was like, what am | going to
call this research? And the first words that came to my mind were "whole-hearted.” These are
whole-hearted people, living from this deep sense of worthiness. So | wrote at the top of the
manila folder, and | started looking at the data. In fact, | did it first in a four-day, very intensive
data analysis, where | went back, pulled the interviews, the stories, pulled the incidents. What's
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the theme? What's the pattern? My husband left town with the kids because | always go into this
Jackson Pollock crazy thing, where I'm just writing and in my researcher mode.

08:39 And so here's what | found. What they had in common was a sense of courage. And |
want to separate courage and bravery for you for a minute. Courage, the original definition of
courage, when it first came into the English language -- it's from the Latin word "cor," meaning
"heart" -- and the original definition was to tell the story of who you are with your whole heart.
And so these folks had, very simply, the courage to be imperfect. They had the compassion to
be kind to themselves first and then to others, because, as it turns out, we can't practice
compassion with other people if we can't treat ourselves kindly. And the last was they had
connection, and -- this was the hard part -- as a result of authenticity, they were willing to let go
of who they thought they should have been in order to be who they were, which you have to
absolutely do that for connection.

09:39 The other thing that they had in common was this: They fully embraced vulnerability. They
believed that what made them vulnerable made them beautiful. They didn't talk about
vulnerability being comfortable, nor did they really talk about it being excruciating -- as | had
heard it earlier in the shame interviewing. They just talked about it being necessary. They talked
about the willingness to say, "I love you" first ... the willingness to do something where there are
no guarantees ... the willingness to breathe through waiting for the doctor to call after your
mammogram. They're willing to invest in a relationship that may or may not work out. They
thought this was fundamental.

10:43 | personally thought it was betrayal. | could not believe | had pledged allegiance to
research, where our job -- you know, the definition of research is to control and predict, to study
phenomena for the explicit reason to control and predict. And now my mission to control and
predict had turned up the answer that the way to live is with vulnerability and to stop controlling
and predicting. This led to a little breakdown --

11:12 (Laughter)

11:17 -- which actually looked more like this.

11:20 (Laughter)

11:22 And it did.

11:24 | call it a breakdown; my therapist calls it a spiritual awakening.

11:27 (Laughter)
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11:28 A spiritual awakening sounds better than breakdown, but | assure you, it was a
breakdown. And | had to put my data away and go find a therapist. Let me tell you something:
you know who you are when you call your friends and say, "l think | need to see somebody. Do
you have any recommendations?" Because about five of my friends were like, "Wooo0, | wouldn't
want to be your therapist."

11:47 (Laughter)

11:50 | was like, "What does that mean?" And they're like, "I'm just saying, you know. Don't
bring your measuring stick."

11:57 (Laughter)

12:00 | was like, "Okay." So | found a therapist. My first meeting with her, Diana -- | brought in
my list of the way the whole-hearted live, and | sat down. And she said, "How are you? “And |
said, "I'm great. I'm okay." She said, "What's going on?" And this is a therapist who sees
therapists, because we have to go to those, because their B.S. meters are good.

12:27 (Laughter)

12:29 And so | said, "Here's the thing, I'm struggling." And she said, "What's the struggle? “And
| said, "Well, | have a vulnerability issue. And | know that vulnerability is the core of shame and
fear and our struggle for worthiness, but it appears that it's also the birthplace of joy, of
creativity, of belonging, of love. And | think | have a problem, and | need some help." And | said,
"But here's the thing: no family stuff, no childhood shit."

13:04 (Laughter)

13:06 "I just need some strategies."

13:09 (Laughter)

13:13 (Applause)

13:16 Thank you. So she goes like this.

13:23 (Laughter)

13:25 And then | said, "It's bad, right?" And she said, "It's neither good nor bad."

13:31 (Laughter)
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13:33 "It just is what it is." And | said, "Oh my God, this is going to suck."

13:38 (Laughter)

13:41 And it did, and it didn't. And it took about a year. And you know how there are people that,
when they realize that vulnerability and tenderness are important, that they surrender and walk
into it. A: that's not me, and B: | don't even hang out with people like that.

13:59 (Laughter)

14:02 For me, it was a yearlong street fight. It was a slugfest. Vulnerability pushed, | pushed
back. | lost the fight, but probably won my life back.

14:14 And so then | went back into the research and spent the next couple of years really trying
to understand what they, the whole-hearted, what choices they were making, and what we are
doing with vulnerability. Why do we struggle with it so much? Am | alone in struggling with
vulnerability? No.

14:34 So this is what | learned. We numb vulnerability -- when we're waiting for the call. It was
funny, | sent something out on Twitter and on Facebook that says, "How would you define
vulnerability? What makes you feel vulnerable?" And within an hour and a half, | had 150
responses. Because | wanted to know what's out there. Having to ask my husband for help
because I'm sick, and we're newly married; initiating sex with my husband; initiating sex with my
wife; being turned down; asking someone out; waiting for the doctor to call back; getting laid off;
laying off people. This is the world we live in. We live in a vulnerable world. And one of the ways
we deal with it is we numb vulnerability.

15:23 And | think there's evidence -- and it's not the only reason this evidence exists, but | think
it's a huge cause -- We are the most in-debt ... obese ... addicted and medicated adult cohort in
U.S. history. The problem is -- and | learned this from the research -- that you cannot selectively
numb emotion. You can't say, here's the bad stuff. Here's vulnerability, here's grief, here's
shame, here's fear, here's disappointment. | don't want to feel these. I'm going to have a couple
of beers and a banana nut muffin.

16:03 (Laughter)

16:05 | don't want to feel these. And | know that's knowing laughter. I hack into your lives for a
living. God.

16:14 (Laughter)
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16:16 You can't numb those hard feelings without numbing the other affects, our emotions. You
cannot selectively numb. So when we numb those, we numb joy, we numb gratitude, we numb
happiness. And then, we are miserable, and we are looking for purpose and meaning, and then
we feel vulnerable, so then we have a couple of beers and a banana nut muffin. And it becomes
this dangerous cycle.

16:46 One of the things that | think we need to think about is why and how we numb. And it
doesn't just have to be addiction. The other thing we do is we make everything that's uncertain
certain. Religion has gone from a belief in faith and mystery to certainty. "I'm right, you're wrong.
Shut up.” That's it. Just certain. The more afraid we are, the more vulnerable we are, the more
afraid we are. This is what politics looks like today. There's no discourse anymore. There's no
conversation. There's just blame. You know how blame is described in the research? A way to
discharge pain and discomfort. We perfect. If there's anyone who wants their life to look like this,
it would be me, but it doesn't work. Because what we do is we take fat from our butts and put it
in our cheeks.

17:43 (Laughter)
17:46 Which just, | hope in 100 years, people will look back and go, "Wow."
17:50(Laughter)

17:52 And we perfect, most dangerously, our children. Let me tell you what we think about
children. They're hardwired for struggle when they get here. And when you hold those perfect
little babies in your hand, our job is not to say, "Look at her, she's perfect. My job is just to keep
her perfect -- make sure she makes the tennis team by fifth grade and Yale by seventh." That's
not our job. Our job is to look and say, "You know what? You're imperfect, and you're wired for
struggle, but you are worthy of love and belonging. “That’s our job. Show me a generation of
kids raised like that, and we'll end the problems, | think, that we see today. We pretend that
what we do doesn't have an effect on people. We do that in our personal lives. We do that
corporate -- whether it's a bailout, an oil spill ... a recall. We pretend like what we're doing
doesn't have a huge impact on other people. | would say to companies, this is not our first
rodeo, people. We just need you to be authentic and real and say ... "We're sorry. We'll fix it."

19:01 But there's another way, and I'll leave you with this. This is what | have found: To let
ourselves be seen, deeply seen, vulnerably seen ... to love with our whole hearts, even though
there's no guarantee -- and that's really hard, and | can tell you as a parent, that's excruciatingly
difficult -- to practice gratitude and joy in those moments of terror, when we're wondering, "Can |
love you this much? Can | believe in this this passionately? Can | be this fierce about this?" just
to be able to stop and, instead of catastrophizing what might happen, to say, "I'm just so
grateful, because to feel this vulnerable means I'm alive." And the last, which | think is probably
the most important, is to believe that we're enough. Because when we work from a place, |
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believe, that says, "I'm enough" ... then we stop screaming and start listening, we're kinder and
gentler to the people around us, and we're kinder and gentler to ourselves.

20:05 That's all I have. Thank you.
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