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IT TAKES TWO TO TALK

Communication involves at least two people, the “sender” of a message and the “receiver” of that message.  When the sender fails to get the message across, or the receiver does not understand it, “miscommunication” occurs.  Miscommunication is often the cause of parent/child conflicts, creating stresses and strains between family members.  Parents who learn to be good communicators will not only strengthen family ties, they will also send their message efficiently and effectively – without talking until they “turn blue in the face.”

CHOOSE YOUR WORDS WISELY

Know what you are going to say and how you are going to say it BEFORE you put it in words.  Take time to think about the message you want to communicate.  Words said in haste are not always accurate and can be misleading.  By thinking before speaking, you improve the odds of saying exactly what you want to say.

USE WORDS YOUR CHILD CAN UNDERSTAND

Children of different ages and abilities have differing levels of understanding.  For example, most six-year-olds cannot comprehend the same words and ideas as sixteen-year-olds.  Adjust your presentation of the message to fit the child’s level of understanding.  Avoid using big words and complex ideas that are not essential to the message.  When children understand the message, they are better able to meet expectations.

SPEAK PLAINLY AND CLEARLY

Be careful not to talk too fast.  Do not muddle your words or ideas.  Above all, avoid being long-winded.  State your message clearly and concisely.  Get to the point.  The longer and more complex your presentation, the more likely your child will miss the real message.

MAINTAIN EYE CONTACT
Focus directly into your child’s eyes.  If the child looks away, gently palm the chin to regain eye contact.  This helps both you and the child concentrate on the message.  It also helps you both learn to “read” each other.
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ELIMINATE DISTRACTIONS

Children have a short attention span.  This means they are easily distracted.  To make matters worse, their attention span gets even shorter when surrounded by activity.  Maximize the chances of getting the message across by eliminating distractions.  Turn off the television, stereo or video game, and take the phone off the hook or go to a quiet place.

SAY IT AND SHOW IT

Verbal messages are WHAT one says.  Non-verbal messages are HOW one says it.  For example, smacking a child while saying “I love you” is a mixed message where words belie actions.  To quote an age-old truth, “Actions speaker louder than words.”  Be sure that verbal and non-verbal messages agree.  In other words, make sure to SHOW as well as TELL.

USE LOGIC, NOT EMOTION

Emotions tend to get in the way of the message.  Anger, crying, shouting and threatening are emotions that can detract from the message and confuse the child.  Logic, on the other hand, is rational, to the point and not overshadowed by feelings.  Be calm, cool and collected.

CONVEY YOUR MESSAGE IN POSITIVE TERMS

Messages can be communicated in negative or positive terms.  Negative messages, such as “You did it again,” weaken the family and the child who receives them.  Statements that accentuate shortcomings or exploit weaknesses merely serve to criticize or manipulate.  Positive messages, however, build and strengthen both the family and the child.  “I know you will do better this time” is a positive way of telling a child that you believe in him or her.  These positive statements are the kinds of messages family members should communicate to each other.

HAVE THE CHILD REPEAT THE MESSAGE

Upon your complete presentation of the message, have the child repeat it in his or her own words.  This is a proven way to make sure that the child heard and understood the message.  It also helps the child formulate the message in his or her mind, as well as provide you the feedback needed to determine if you got your message across accurately to your child.
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CORRECT MISINTERPRETATIONS

After the child repeats the message to the best of his or her understanding, correct any misinterpretations.  Be sure, also, to point out important parts of your communication the child neglected to restate.  Have the child repeat the message until you are satisfied that he or she understands it.  This is how to control for miscommunication and misunderstanding.

BE A GOOD LISTENER, TOO
Listening is another way to describe the attention we need to give when others are trying to communicate.  Good communicators are also good listeners.  They have learned how to “actively listen” to the message and its sender.  Communication is a two-way street.  Set a good example for your children by learning to listen as well as speak.  They will copy your communication patterns and respond accordingly.

WHEN COMMUNICATION BREAKS DOWN

Even the closest parent/child relationships experience communication breakdowns.  When this happens, there are many places to turn for help.  Family psychologists, counselors and therapists can help you bridge the “communication gap.”  The Internet also provides numerous websites where you can learn more about improving your parenting and family communication skills.

Family Communication
www.familycommunication.org
Mr. Rodgers’ Neighborhood
www.fci.org
Fresno Youth Advocates

www.familycommcenter.org
PBS Parents

www.pbs.org
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