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 LESSON #2:

HOW TO IMPROVE YOUR COMMUNICATION SKILLS

(See last page for correct answers)
I - INTRODUCTION
Before learning something new about communication, it is important to remember the basic principles learned in Lesson # 1.  It is virtually impossible to improve your communication skills without learning about  (1)                                                                        techniques first.  If you are still struggling with issues like abuse or violence, please make a thorough review of Lesson # 1 before you start this lesson.  It is imperative that you develop your own (2)                                                                  first.  Only then will you be able to move forward to the next step.

Remember: violence includes several forms of abuse like, emotional, economic, verbal, sexual, and physical.

The main goal of communication is to bring the parties (3)                               to one another.  Where there is any kind of abuse or violence it is impossible to bring them closer.  Their relationship is based not on love, but on a mixture of other feelings like fear, insecurity, lack of options, anger, lack of trust, and others.

Always keep in mind the important technique you learned in Lesson 1, the time-out. One important aspect, too, is that time-out should not be used unless you have an (4)                                       about it with your spouse.  Once the two of you make such an agreement, it has to be respected, and any violation of that agreement requires special attention.  There are couples that adjust very easily to it and are successful since their first try; for others it might take a few trials before they learn the importance of (5)                                                 the spouse’s need to take a time-out.

Therefore, this is the first ingredient for an efficient communication: using first all techniques known to eliminate all forms of (6)                                              anger or acts of (7)                                               ..  This is extremely important because when under the influence of anger, people usually do and say things that are completely unreasonable or irresponsible, and the final product often does not represent what the message was originally intended to be.

Tip: There are two important things to remember, 1) Time-out should be used only after the couple agrees to it, and 2)  (8)                                                  the spouse’s decision to take a time-out is a sine-qua-non condition for having a successful outcome when using time-outs.
II - DISTORTION OF MESSAGES
One of the most common problems in marital communication is that messages are often (9)                                        by many factors.  What one spouse says is perceived by the other as having a completely different meaning.

The first aspect to be considered is the very process of verbal communication we use. Let’s consider carefully what happens when two people are communicating with each other.  The process shown below is the illustration of what occurs thousands of times in a short period of time when two people (in this case, Person A and Person B) establish communication. Let’s consider some important aspects and learn how to make it work more efficiently in our personal relationships.


(Please go to the next page) 
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It is very important to stop for a while at this point of the lesson, giving yourself some time to understand how the mechanisms of this situation work.  The sequence of events is: 

G =
represents the Person A’s thoughts on a certain subject.  Thoughts generated in the brain are very complex in their nature, and are always influenced by the person’s background registered in the memory.  

For couples, it is important that each one always think everything through very well before moving into the next step.  There are many misunderstandings, arguments, fights, and even divorces caused by an (10)                                               to think  clearly before making verbal statements.
For example, the husband comes home after a day of work and is in the kitchen were his wife is preparing dinner.  Suddenly she says, “I thought I had a can of tomato sauce, but I don’t.  And I need one to finish the dinner.”

Well, the husband listens to that but he just keeps reading the paper he was already reading. After a few minutes she comes back and asks him,


 “Why didn’t you go get me that can I asked you for?”

Excuse me? How could he guess that?  Did she “really” ask him to do that?  What was her message? Read carefully the content of what she said in the first place.  It seems that the only thing she actually did was: 1) telling him that she made a mistake and now she is missing a very important component to complete the dinner; 2) informing him that she needed it anyway.

Did she at any point ask him to do something?  No!  Then, why is it that she is now holding him accountable for something he was never asked to do?  He didn’t do anything wrong!  He was informed about something; thank you for the information!

Situations like this happen very often and can ignite terrible fights.  Of course people have to develop more (11)                                             toward their spouses, too.  A husband who really  cares would immediately ask his wife if he can help her with something, if she wants him to go and get it for her, or if there was any other way to help her.  But, technically, he was not guilty of any wrong doing in the example described above.  The message was not delivered correctly by his wife, although we can see that when she was talking to him she already pictured in her mind him going to the grocery store and getting what she needed at that time.  And ... “the faster the better,” she thought.

O =
represents the result of translating thoughts into a coding system, which in this case is made of audible “words”.  When thoughts are translated into words, these words no longer represent the prior thought with total accuracy.  Part of the message is (12)                             in this process of switching  from thoughts to words.  This is the first critical point of (13)                                         and loss of accuracy, indicated as . 

This is what happens when we are saying something and suddenly we realize that our words are not expressing our thoughts accurately, making us to immediately rephrase our statements. Teachers can understand this process very well, because it happens to them all the time as they teach.  One of the required skills one needs to succeed being a teacher is the ability to translate thoughts into words with maximum accuracy possible.  Sometimes they rephrase what they are saying because they find another way to express their thoughts still better.

M = 
represents the words the other person actually receives and retains.  Those who are listening to us retain not everything we say.  When you ask others to repeat what you just finished saying, you will be surprised seeing how many words may be missing - and how many were possibly added!  At this point of the communication process we have the second critical point of (14)                                       and loss of accuracy, indicated as .

F = 
represents the final product of this process, the newly generated thoughts in the receiver’s brain.  Based on those words that were considered meaningful and that were retained, person B’s brain very quickly generates a new set of thoughts which are supposed to be similar to Person A’s initial  thoughts.  During this decoding process, however, another change takes place, which is the third critical point of distortion and loss of accuracy, indicated as .

The essence of a good interpersonal relationship is good (15)                                               .  Communication can be impaired if:

1.  The communicator:
a. 
Is not secure about sending a straightforward and  (16)                                             .  Being afraid, ashamed, deceptive, guilty, or reluctant are some causes why people send unclear messages.

b.
Sends one message but conveys a different message by his or her behavior.  (17)                                          is one of the most important aspects of a good and effective communication.  Many times people’s words do not match their behavior, which confuses those who they are trying to reach.

c.
Uses words or gestures that are inappropriate.  It is important to use words that are appropriate and that express thoughts with (18)                                       .  If an adult is talking to a child, it is very important that the infant understands the words used in this communication process.  Otherwise, how to expect any positive reaction from the child? 

d.
Uses “disturbers” or “distracters” like yelling, making fun, telling jokes, or being critical.  These secondary messages are added to the meaning of the primary message and distort its central meaning.  The result is a confusing message.

2.  The Receiver:
a.
For some reason, he/she does not want to receive the message.  Among common reasons are, fear of being persuaded, mistrust, disinterest, or any feelings generated by past experiences that were painful and the person does not want to re-experience the resulting emotional suffering.

b.
Adds his or her (19)                                                                 to the message.  As the message is received it is automatically linked to past experiences, receiving immediate interpretation and leaving no room for an unbiased examination.

c.
Allows other situations like prejudices, background, hurt feelings, lack of trust, guesses, gossips, etc.  to take place, which makes it impossible to receive the message in its full and original format and meaning.

It is very important to be aware that the message people receive from us, as perceived by them, might not be the same one we create and experience in our mind.  The fact that you say something to someone does not mean that the other person received an (20)                                             representation of your thoughts.  They may have received an incomplete or distorted message, and this is why it is so important to check whether  what we meant was actually understood the way it was intended to be, of whether its meaning was distorted.

Couples have to be very careful with this particular issue.  Has it happened to you (I am sure it has!)  that you said something to your spouse but the answer you received to it had practically nothing to do with what you had said?  Try to remember some situations like this; when was the last time it happened?  Why do you think it happened?  May be because what you said was not received by the other side with the same meaning you intended for that message.

Receiving and giving feedback on the major points in a conversation is a basic procedure to assure that the communication process is accurate.

One of the best techniques to check the communication process’ accuracy is


to repeat immediately what you have just heard



being said by the other person.  This is sometimes called “reflection” a technique used to reflect back to other people what you just heard them saying.  After listening carefully to what is being said, you can say, for example:

- So, are you saying that ...  (repeat what you think you just have heard)

- What I hear you saying is ... (repeat what you think you just have heard)

- Your main point then is ... (repeat what you think you just have heard)

Tip:
 VERY IMPORTANT: If you do not check the accuracy of a message, you can make mistakes that may (21)                                        your relationship.  Even if the message you are getting sounds normal, CHECK IT OUT!  Give your feedback to the person who is talking to you, to make sure he or she is actually saying what you think you are hearing.
CHANGING YOUR COMMUNICATION PATTERNS

If you are having communication problems with your spouse, if messages are not going through, and almost every talk ends up in a verbal fight, then you need to change de communication pattern you have been using.  It is not working; you must change it.

Remember,


 If the horse is dead, please (22)                                              !!!
This means that if you are using tools or methods that are not working you have to change your procedures and try something different.  Keep trying until you find a communication method that actually works for you and your spouse.

It is very important to understand that communication is a skill that can be (23)                                         and (24)                                       .  There are many exercises that a couple can do together to improve their communication skills.  It is a good idea if the two of you can agree upon a time once a week when you can dedicate some attention to this issue.  This will be a time to learn and practice a completely new pattern of communication.

This is a four-step exercise.  Decide who will be the speaker, then the other will be the listener; then follow these steps:

1.  Speaker: makes a clear and understandable statement using AI@ statements, like for example, “I think that we should spend more time together going out and visiting new places.”
2.  Listener: does not respond to the statement right away.  Before any response, he or she just repeats in detail what was said.  An inaccurate reflection would be, “you said that you are not happy and want to go out and spend more money.”  An accurate reflection would be, “you” said that we should spend more time together going out and visiting new places.

3.  Speaker: confirms or not the accuracy of the listener’s perception.  Be patient because it happens very often that your partner interprets what you are saying instead of simply repeating what you had actually said.  Your feedback should be only, “No, what I actually said was... (and repeat your statement again).  Or, if it is the case, you just say, “yes, that is what I actually said.”

4. Listener: keeps repeating the speaker’s statement until the speaker is satisfied with the reflection and tells you that what you heard is actually what was said. 

It might take several attempts to work on steps 3 and 4 until the couple actually reaches an agreement and a clear understanding.  Keep repeating it until the speaker confirms that the reflection is finally accurate.  You will be surprised realizing how often messages are distorted, misunderstood, and misinterpreted.

When you are done you can switch roles and do it again.  The listener will now play the speaker’s role and vice-versa.  

This exercise may be tedious at the beginning, but consider that:

1.  You will be doing it only once a week until you get ready to use it in real life situations.

2.  It gives you the chance to actually hear to what your partner is saying.
3.  It assures you that what you are saying is heard without any sort of distortion.
Tip: 
Remember that your goal is not actually to discuss the issues you are making statements about.  You are just practicing a new pattern of communication.  Do not start discussing the issues.  Do not start a fight.  You are just using the issues as examples as you learn how to communicate better with your spouse.  Don’t fight over it!
Another aspect that needs a radical change is the ritual at the end of the day when the two of you come home and meet each other.  Most arguments and fights happen at the end of the day.  After a long day of work, sometimes with many disturbing situations at work or in the traffic, people come home tired, frustrated, angry, or just hungry.

There is a ritual which can be called “reconnecting” and that can be performed at the end of the day when you and your spouse come home and meet.  This ritual makes it less likely that an emotional explosion will occur.  If you follow the six step ritual you might reduce the risk of having a fight.  It consists of:

1.  Make an agreement between the two of you that you will have this ritual every evening before you start talking about any other subject.  Do it after you get home, before dinner.

2.  Decide who will speak first.

3.  The first speaker will have 5 minutes to talk about whatever he or she wants.  Try to tel your spouse about the main events of the day, the good things that happened to you, and your eventual frustrations or problems you encountered that day.

4.  No interruptions are allowed during those five minutes.  No exceptions.

5.  The listener tries to be understanding and feel the emotions expressed by the one who is talking.  No interruptions or criticism are allowed.

6.  After five minutes the speaker should stop talking; the listener just says, “thank you for telling me about your day and sharing your feelings with me.”
After that please switch roles and start from step 3 on.

When you practice this procedure you develop:

1.  A clearer and more accurate communication.

2.  A more intimate connection with your spouse.

3.  The ability to avoid an unnecessary argument or fight.

4.  Your skills to understand better what the other person is saying.

Other suggestions that can help you:

1.  Use the dinnertime to have your family together and engage in interesting conversations.

2.  Go with your spouse for a (25)                                as often as you can.  Just the two of you.

3.  Read a book together.  Read portions of the book to your spouse. Read small portions at a time.

4.  Hold hands as often as possible (watching television, walking in the mall, driving your car, before falling asleep).

5.  Express your (26)                                        to your spouse.  Always use  “I”  statements and gentle words.

6.  Remember that women want to “make love” while men want to “have sex.”  Talk about this difference of expectations, so that you can understand each other better and enjoy your intimate time more fully.


MAJOR ASPECTS OF A GOOD COMMUNICATION
There are some main points that are fundamental to make a communication to be successful, which are:

1.
USE A ABLANK PAGE@ - Consider every new event as completely detached from other  (27)                                conversations or experiences you had with that person before.  Give the both of you the opportunity of a new beginning.  Many times people cannot talk just because they already have an attitude before starting the conversation.  Pretend that the your  talk will be like  writing a letter on a new blank page.  Never bring up past issues saying “you already did it before,” or “I knew you would say that.”
It might be difficult for you to detach yourself from some feelings related to past experiences, especially when they are related to trust issues.  But if you really want to work your relationship out, you have to make a major effort in this area of your life and give yourself a genuine and honest (28)                                                                   .

It is not wise to assume that you already know what other people will do or say based on your past experiences with them.  Avoid saying  “I knew you would say that” or “you always do that.”

IN CHARGE OF OUR ATTITUDE

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life. Attitude, to me, is more important than facts. It is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures, than successes, than what other people think or say or do. It is more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill. It will make or break a company, a church, a home.


The remarkable thing is you have a choice every day regarding the attitude you will embrace for that day. We cannot change our past. We cannot change the fact that people will act in a certain way. We cannot change the inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have, and that is our attitude.


I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me and 90% how I react to it. And so it is with you. You are in charge of your attitude.

Author Unknown

2. 
LISTEN – Don’t be so eager to talk.  Wait and listen to the whole story you are being told.  For some people it is extremely difficult to listen while others are talking; they keep jumping into the talk, making it very difficult for the speaker to finish his/her thoughts and sentences.  It does not only interrupt the communication but it is also a powerful (29)                              , too.  Instead of keeping replying to what is being said, try to catch every word and its full meaning.  Try to think of it as you listen, making sure it makes sense to you.

3. 
TALK - Talking should be an experience of sharing personal feelings, emotions, opinions, ideas, or perceptions with others, without expecting them to automatically agree with you.  We should talk in the same manner in which we want to be spoken to.  

You might not be aware of it, but talking requires a lot of (30)                       -                                 ;  when we lose our self-control we start to add strange elements to the conversation, which can deteriorate quickly and easily.  Talking requires more skills than people usually recognize.  It is also better to talk only after giving the issues some thought, checking first if what we are going to say makes actually any sense.

4.
ACCEPTANCE - What people say sometimes may not be acceptable to us, however, it may be acceptable to them - which is the only thing that actually matters from their perspective.  What they say might be true from their point of view, according to their experiences, or at a special moment in their lives.  Let’s develop an attitude of (31)                                     and (32)                                             instead of using criticism, sarcasm, and judgment.

5.
QUESTIONS - Questions are very important elements of a conversation. However, people can make big mistakes when they misuse questions in a talk.  The main reason for asking questions is to obtain more and better (33)                                             , but sometimes questions are asked just to embarrass others, or to criticize someone indirectly, or to be ironic.  You know when you are asking something in a genuine way or when it is just a way to get (34)                                        of a given situation.

6.
INTEREST - Showing genuine interest in what others have to say is one of the best ways to establish a (35)                                                 communication.  A good relationship is the one in which people always come closer to one another.  But they cannot be close enough if they don’t learn to be interested in each other’s interests.  

7.
TRUSTWORTHINESS - Every person needs someone who they can (36)                                    .  There are many circumstances in life, many difficult situations in which people feel alone, abandoned, and emotionally needy.  Communication can be improved as long as trustworthiness increases.  It means, also, that one should never use confidential information from the past to take advantage of people in the future.

8.
PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY - There is a tendency sometimes developed among couples of sharing too much responsibility with each other.  This might have a negative result in their communication, because it can lead to extreme (37)                                         .  Each one should be fully responsible for his or her duties, being in charge of their own responsibilities as if their spouses were not part of their lives.

9.
NEGOTIATION - Decisions concerning to issues which affect the household should be done by both spouses, always in a spirit of cooperation and compromise when necessary.  This is a very important skill for a successful relationship, although couples in general rarely master it.  Negotiation means making (38)                                         at a  mid-way point, where both can benefit from decisions without having to compromise or give in completely.

10.
RESPECT FEELINGS - Very often people forget that feelings are an important part of their relationship.  Sometimes couples talk considering only the “reasonable” aspects of a subject, forgetting that many “emotional” factors are still present and are also very important.  Even if there is a disagreement about something, it is important to keep in mind that (39)                                              other’s feelings is a basic component for a stable and long-lasting relationship.

11.
FOCUSING ON THE PRESENT - There is a general tendency to focus on past issues that were not yet resolved, bringing them up continually into the present.  Yes, it is true that past issues affect our present daily life, but we have to be careful and let the past be “just the past.” It is important to learn from our past experiences, especially from past mistakes.  But we have to be careful not to revive the past continually, because it could discourage our spouse and damage our relationship.

12.
INDIVIDUALIZING ISSUES - Especially when there are many disagreements, it is very important to deal with one issue at a time.  Couples struggle with this aspect, because each time they start discussing something, they quickly bring other issues into the discussion, which are not relevant at that particular moment.  Remember, deal with only (40)                                item at a  time.  Otherwise it will be  almost impossible to resolve your conflicts.

13.
BEING SERIOUS AND HONEST - For a relationship to develop and grow, it is imperative that everyone keeps an attitude of (41)                                                  and                                                      .  When people use criticism, sarcasm, and cynicism, the relationship will most probably deteriorate.  Make sure that when you are discussing with your spouse you are absolutely serious in the way you say things, and do not allow your spouse to do less than that.

GETTING PROFESSIONAL HELP
For many couples it has been very difficult to learn and develop the basic (42)                             of communication.  Although they have the impression that they have done whatever was possible to resolve their conflicts, they  still have to face the reality that their communication has not improved much.

This happens because communication is a complicated process that requires many skills from both spouses.  If you are having problems in this area for a prolonged period of time, with no real improvement despite of your efforts, you should seriously consider getting (43)                                              help.

What happens often is that people start accusing one another, saying that the problem is always the other party’s fault.  Which is not true.  When there are problems between the couple, (44)                               have their share of guilt, an both need help.

To evaluate how much you have done on behalf of your relationship, consider the following:

1.  During the time you have been with your spouse (or significant other), how often have you experienced situations of serious disagreements or fights? 

2.  During those times of disagreement, how many times did you or your spouse look for professional help? (Serious marital treatment?)

Fact is that when couples have problems, they very often keep accusing each other. And, without taking any personal responsibility, they keep blaming their spouses for everything that goes wrong.  

However, remember:

it takes two to disagree  -  it takes two to fight  -  it takes two to fix the situation
So, next time things don’t go well, please look for help.  But remember: the two of you have to look for help.  You can have a great relationship, as long as the TWO of you work hard on it.



CONGRATULATIONS AGAIN !!
You just finished Lesson 2 of our course


”Building Loving and Violence-free Relationships”
Dr. Tichy

EasyQuiz: EVALUATION OF INDIVIDUAL STUDY

 LESSON 2: How to Improve Your Communication Skills

Please, read the lesson completely before you start this EasyQuiz. After studying the whole lesson, try to answer the following questions the best you can without consulting the lesson.  After finishing you can check the lesson and complete whatever question was not answered.  Then please compare your answers with those on the answer-key at the end.

1.  To improve communication skills successfully, one has to stop _________________ first.

2.  The main goal of communication is to bring both parties _____________ to each other.

3.  Time-out is an important and helpful technique but is should not be used unless we have an _________________________ with our spouse.  It is always important to learn the importance of _______________________ the spouse’s need to take a time out.

4.  When under the influence of _________________, people usually _________ and ___________

things that are completely __________________________ and _____________________________.

5.  Many misunderstandings and fights are caused by the inability to ____________ it clearly before ________________ it.

6.  The first critical point of distortion and loss of accuracy happens when we try to translate our _______________________ into ________________________.

7.  The essence of a good interpersonal relationship is __________   _______________________.

8. _______________________ is one of the most important aspects of a good and ____________________ communication.  People’s words should match their _____________________.

9.  When a message receives the impact of certain secondary messages like yelling and criticism, the result is a ____________________________ message.

10.  One of the best techniques to check the accuracy of a message is to ___________________

immediately what we just _____________.  

11.  Many times people cannot talk just because they already have an ____________________ before starting the conversation.

12.  It is always better to ________________ before talking, checking if our thoughts make sense.

13.  When there are problems between the couple, usually ______________ have their share of  _______________, and both need _______________.

True or False?  Mark your answer with an X:

T
F
1.  It is not important to stop violence immediately.  It can be reduced gradually.  Our communication skills can be improved anyway.

T
F
2.  The main goal of communication is to bring the parties closer to each other. 

T
F
3.  In most cases, time-out should not be used unless there is an agreement to do so.  It is very important to respect this agreement.

T
F
4.  When people are under the influence of anger, they usually do and say things that are completely unreasonable and irresponsible.

T
F
5.  Communicating well and accurately is a natural and innate skill.  People in general do not have to worry about improving this skill, because they were born with it.

T
F
6.  Many fights and even divorces are caused by the couple’s inability to thing clearly before saying things.

T
F
7.  The content of a verbal message can easily be distorted.  There are actually three critical points of distortion and loss of accuracy.

T
F
8.  The essence of a good interpersonal relationship is good communication.

T
F
9.  Consistency is an important component of an effective communication.

T
F
10.  If the person speaks loud enough, the message cannot be distorted by criticism, yelling, or even jokes.

T
F
11.  Any message we receive from others is automatically interpreted considering our past experiences.

T
F
12.  When we are talking to someone, especially our spouse, it is very important to give them our feedback showing what we are understanding from what they are saying.

T
F
13.  If you do not check the accuracy of a message, you can make mistakes that may destroy your relationship.  Listening is more important than talking

T
F
14.  Respect for others’ feelings is a basic component for a stable and long-lasting relationship.

T
F
15.  Couples in general can resolve their own problems.  They do not need assistance from any professional to help them to fix disagreements and other problems they might have.

T
F
16.  To resolve any problem in a relationship requires that both spouses work on it.  It is not enough that just one of them get help or counseling.  Both need to get involved.

CONGRATULATIONS!  You just finished the Test #2.  What you learned is very important and can CHANGE your life. Thank you for your interest and effort studying this lesson. Completed on _______/_______/ 20_____ 
Answer-key: Part I - 1: violence.  2: closer.  3: agreement; respecting.  4: anger; do; say; unreasonable; irresponsible.  5: think; saying.  6: thoughts; words.  7.  Good communication.  8: consistency; effective; behavior.  9:  Distorted.  10: re-tell; heard.  11: attitude. 12: think.  13: both; guilt; help.  
Part II - 1-F; 2-T; 3-T; 4-T; 5-F; 6-T; 7-T; 8-T; 9-T; 10-F; 11-T; 12-T; 13-T; 14-T; 15-F; 16-T.
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HOW TO IMPROVE YOUR COMMUNICATION SKILLS
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1. Crisis intervention

2. Emotional control

3. Closer

4. Agreement

5. Respecting

6. Uncontrolled

7. Violence

8. Respecting

9. Distorted

10. Inability

11. Sensitivity

12. Lost

13. Distortion

14. Distortion

15. Communication

16. Clear message

17. Consistency

18. Accuracy

19. Own interpretation

20. Accurate

21. Destroy

22. Dismount


23. Learned

24. Improved

25. Walk

26. Feelings

27. Past

28. New opportunity

29. Irritant

30. Self-control

31. Tolerance

32. Acceptance

33. Information

34. Control

35. Good

36. Trust

37. Dependency

38. Agreements

39. Respecting

40. One

41. Seriousness, honesty

42. Skills

43. Professional

44. Both
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