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From the Author

For nineteen years, I’ve seen hundreds of teenagers who lacked confidence;
during that time, I’ve noticed some recurring perspectives and behaviors.

1. These teenagers experience frustration when trying to express themselves.

Many young people today are not equipped with skills of expression, and
their opportunities to develop these skills with “face to face” communications are
limited. This frustration leads to anger, an element that significantly hinders the
process of communication. In order to talk to teens, we must first get past the “chips
on their shoulders.”

2. These teenagers often view adults as “‘yelling and preaching machines.”

When adults are irritated or displeased by teen behaviors, they often respond
with criticism, triggering a defensive reaction from the teenager and creating con-
flict. Despite persistent evidence that lecturing doesn’t change adolescent behav-
1ors, adults presenting “life skill lessons” to teens frequently resort to this one-way
“communication.” True communication is a two-way process, one in which both
sides learn “life lessons” through talking and listening.

3. Teenagers learn best through thought-provoking mental exercises.

During the teen years, human beings establish the value system (for good or
bad) that will guide them for the rest of their lives. To establish a value system, an
individual has to answer the question, “What do I want?” Before teens can consid-
er options, make choices, and function independently, they must take this crucial
step toward self-identity.

4. Teenagers need practice in “sorting out their thoughts” before they begin
to work on problem-solving and conflict resolution.

The question and answer format in Teenage Connection provides a frame-
work for eliminating confusion by exploring and evaluating situations and ideas.
Through this “sequence of thought,” young people acquire a structured method for
considering the issues they will face. This format has helped many young people at
Brainworks become mentally prepared for handling future challenges.

5. Communication skills are improved through focused ‘‘one-to-one’’ discus-
sions in which comments and opinions are respected.

Even the shyest students can “open up” in conversations if they feel safe from
teasing and ridicule. The exercises contained in this workbook have no “right and
wrong” answers; learning occurs by reviewing and discussing the materials. This
program is designed for “silent” personalities as well as talkative types. Not every
person is meant to be an extroverted chatterbox who thrives in group activities.
However, people deserve a chance to develop the skills to express themselves and
to get their needs met.

Our computer society has reached the point where we can’t expect people to
learn these skills on their own. We have seen the damage incurred when teens feel
“disconnected” from society; helping individuals make better connections can
change everyone’s future for the better.
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Communication in a Changing World

At no time in history have there been so many ways for human beings to
communicate. Prior to the 19th and 20th centuries, messages traveled no faster than
the pace at which a person could physically travel, but technological innovations
such as the telegraph, the telephone, motion pictures, and radio transmission
changed both the speed and the nature of our messages to one another. In the last
two decades, we have seen a “second wave” in the advancement of communication
technology, and Americans have enthusiastically embraced the many electronic
methods for staying “in touch” on an almost constant basis. The modern citizen
casually comments, “I had just finished looking up product prices on the Internet
when my office beeped me to say the client’s contract had been faxed to us, so I
pulled out the cell phone and left a message on my assistant’s voice mail asking him
to e-mail our associates.”

This plethora of technological advances has profoundly influenced our cul-
ture and has added a new urgency to the concept of “communication skills.”
Employers, educators, parents, and politicians stress the importance of these skills
in classrooms and in career training. Employment listings routinely put the “c”
word at the top of their job descriptions, and career advancement often depends on
a person’s ability to interact with clients and co-workers. Job applications typically
include writing samples; in follow-up interviews, candidates have a few minutes to
sell themselves to a personnel director, a feat requiring poise, quick responses, and
appropriate body language.

“A Failure To Communicate”

However, there is a disturbing corollary to the new emphasis on communi-
cation: the ability of people in general to share ideas in meaningful discourse
seems to be declining rather than improving. Despite all our available gadgets
and psychological research, we are forced to acknowledge the truth of the classic
film quote, “What we have here is a failure to communicate.”

This failure is evident in almost every area of our lives, from the gridlock of
city council meetings to the picket lines of contract disputes, from the anger in our
classrooms to the apathy of our politics. A survey of popular media captures the
essence of communication in this electronic culture: “talk shows” that resemble
wrestling matches, computer games that glorify violent conflicts, films focused on
sensation instead of themes and characters, and news sources selling entertainment
rather than enlightenment by way of sound bites, factoids, and split-second visuals.
Is it a newscast or an “infomercial?” And what is the most common response of an
entire generation of young adults? A shrug and a blank look followed by,
“Whatever.”
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The Unraveling of Family Ties

This breakdown of meaningful communication may be depressing on a cul-
tural and social level; however, within families, it can be the basis for absolute
despair. While establishing lines of communication between family members has
always been challenging, the challenge has become more complex in tune with the
complications of contemporary life. Most families scramble to keep up with diverse
schedules and activities and devote most of their time and energy to meeting an end-
less series of obligations; though they reside in the same building, family members
may only see each other in passing. In an essay for Family Therapy Networker,
author Michael Ventura notes, “The average working couple in America spends
only 20 minutes a day sharing time together....Is it surprising that this couple has
difficulty communicating?”

To further complicate the development of family communications, divorces
and remarriages have resulted in many “splintered and re-grafted” family trees.
However, even stable, “nuclear” families operating under optimal conditions are
not immune to the hazards of communication breakdowns. “People occupying the
same quarters aren’t necessarily sharing their lives,” Ventura notes. “One family
member is on the Internet, another plays video games, another watches soaps and
sitcoms, another sports...another mainly news, and each may scan their own com-
puter bulletin boards....they may have feelings toward one another...but they have
precious little shared experience.”

This lack of shared experience erodes the very foundation of family commu-
nications. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, the so-called “generation gap” between parents
and adolescents represented the clashing views of two distinct backgrounds: adults
who had come of age during World War II and their teenage offspring who were
growing up in an era of social change and political turmoil. When today’s parents
recall their own teenage years, they remember the dinner table discussions about big
issues such as Vietnam and protest movements, discussions that often degenerated
quickly into heated arguments about rock music, clothing styles, and hair length.

From Generation Gap to Generation Chasm

Social psychologists of the time decried the generation gap which polarized
opinion and (apparently) divided family units. What no one seemed to notice in this
hoopla of generational divisiveness was this key element: in order to fight, people
have to present their opinions; in order to argue against the opposing side, people
have to listen to what the opposition says. Family life may have resembled warfare
at times, but at least the battlefields constituted a form of “common ground.”

Eventually, the baby boomers had babies of their own and faced the some-
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times joyous and sometimes painful process called parenthood. One result of this
altogether natural shift of roles was a greater appreciation for the trials and tribula-
tions endured historically by all parents. However, many contemporary parents
have also come to realize that classic parental phrases such as “Times have
changed....Children today are growing up in a different world....I don’t know what
my kids think or believe....” may be more than just cliches.

Lost Voices & Tragic Consequences

When young people do not develop the ability to express themselves in
acceptable ways and fail to bond with others, they may not establish a clear sense
of personal identity or find their niche in the social structure. Communicating with
other human beings is an essential component of our psychological well-being. (It’s
little wonder that ““solitary confinement” has long represented the harshest and most
punishing level of detention in prisons.) A lifetime of non-communication creates a
sense of frustration, isolation, and rejection, emotions which may reach eventual
“expression” through violent, destructive behaviors. In recent years, this sad sce-
nario has played out in many communities across the nation: the “quiet loners” who
“never talked much” and “kept to themselves” suddenly explode “for no apparent
reason” with resulting casualties.

Of course, these instances represent a very small minority of the population,
but for every disaffected person who acts out his or her frustration, there are thou-
sands of similarly miserable people suffering quietly from the same feelings of
alienation, people whose daily lives are marked by dissatisfaction and a sense of
incompleteness. Their stories may never make the headlines; nonetheless, they are
tragic figures.

A Communication Curriculum

The need for addressing these issues seems clear; however, only a handful of
young Americans receive any kind of direct training in the combination of skills
necessary for communication. Some of the more progressive districts encourage
high school students to work on speaking skills; in some classrooms, students prac-
tice “interviews” to prepare for job searches or college applications. These efforts
are commendable, but such programs are usually offered as “elective” rather than
required classes. Eventually, school districts will be forced to recognize that prepar-
ing young people to enter the adult world involves adding a fourth “R” to core cur-
riculums: “Reading ‘Riting, ‘Rithmetic, and Relating.”

However, learning to communicate is not a process limited to the years of
public schooling. It is a process beginning at infancy with simple syllables of iden-
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tification (“Ma-ma/Da-da”). If developed adequately, the process leads to more
complex levels of expression, levels which involve establishing individual identity,
developing peer relationships, and connecting successfully to the immense frame-
work of life called “society.” Strengthening these connections is the aim of this
workbook.

Debra Moore
Editor
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Teenage Connection:
Steps to Improve Communication

Teenage Connection reinforces development of communication skills
through a sequence of activities designed for partners or small groups; the part-
ners or groups can consist of teens only or “mixed teams” of teens and adults. The
activities are arranged in three distinct sections, and participants who wish to
derive the maximum benefit from the program should follow the suggested
sequence.*

Step 1: The book begins with activities to increase awareness of the fun-
damental issues of personal identity, value systems, and relationships.

Step 2: Next, the program provides valuable skill-building practice in the
crucial elements of face-to-face communication, such as body language, facial
expressions, vocal qualities, and eye contact.

Step 3: Finally, teens apply their increased awareness and communication
skills in problem-solving exercises which reflect the real-world dilemmas and
decisions faced by today’s young adults.

*Although we emphasize using these materials in the suggested sequence, we are aware that

some participants have reported success even when they have used only selected sections of the
book and/or worked on exercises “out of order.”

TEENAGE CONNECTION



Structured Discoveries:
The Communication Formula

Since Socrates, educators have employed guided questions for the purpose of
instruction. Questions which have been carefully worded and placed in a certain
sequence form a “pathway” for learners to explore identities, opinions, and value
systems.

Most of the exercises in this book are divided into two components: (1) mate-
rials to be examined (photographs, words, phrases, etc.) and (2) questions concern-
ing these materials. Just as the sections of this book have been sequenced to achieve
a certain effect, so have the questions for each individual activity been arranged.
The question sequence is as follows:

A. General Questions ask participants for general impressions, opinions,
ideas, or concepts about the material.

B. Specific Questions require participants to draw upon their experiences or
to give their personal impressions, opinions, and ideas about the material.

C. Contrast/Expansion Questions encourage participants to examine the
issue from a different point of view or to entertain alternative ideas.

D. Summary Awareness Questions give participants an opportunity to
increase their awareness of the ideas in the exercise as they reframe these
ideas within the context of their own beliefs, feelings, and perspectives.

E. Concluding Statements “wrap-up” the exercises and emphasize the inter-
active “sharing” element. Participants draw conclusions about their exer-
cise partners, conclusions developed by listening to the partner’s responses
and by interpreting these responses.

Note: The importance of listening skills in communication is often underes-
timated. One reason people overlook these skills may be that listening appears pas-
sive; most people focus on the more “active” components of the process, the mes-
sage and the sender of the message. However, listening is not a passive activity,
and the brain is not merely a tape recorder which mechanically absorbs sounds.

The information we “hear” in conversations is shaped by our past experiences
and emotional reactions to the information. If the person on the receiving end of a
message does not capture “incoming information” accurately, that person’s response
will also be inaccurate. At this point, communication stalls from lack of feedback, or,
worse, it degenerates into conflict because the feedback is inappropriate.
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Questions & Answers: Levels of Involvement

The Communication Formula guides a teenager’s thinking process from the
basic level of concrete thinking to upper-level abstract reasoning. Starting with gen-
eral questions, young people explore topics from a “safely objective” distance with-
out feeling threatened or becoming defensive. As questions continue, the communi-
cation partners move from general views to more specific responses, and opportuni-
ties emerge for greater “personal involvement” in the discussion—and when the teens
are ready for those opportunities, they will be able to do so comfortably and confi-
dently.

By the time the summary awareness questions are completed, the teenager
has reached a new level of understanding about the topic. Of course, teenagers are
(in)famous for having strong opinions, but these exercises prompt teens to investi-
gate the origins of their opinions and to explore the ramifications of their feelings.
By the end of the exercise, each teen has thought about an issue, has put these
thoughts into words, has listened to another person’s thoughts, and has evaluated
the meaning of the partner’s response. Quite an outcome for a series of simple,
straightforward questions!

As participants respond to questions, they need to remember that these are
interactive conversation practices, not written exercises. Certain activities are set up
on a “fill-in-the-blank™ basis to structure the statements of the communication part-
ners. Despite the resemblance to the familiar format of a classroom “quiz,” these
statements are also meant to be spoken. Some teens and adults may want to jot a few
notes as they move through the exercises; however, they should not allow the active
focus of the exercise to shift from discussion to scribbling answers. (People with
weak listening skills are especially prone to “disengage” from spoken conversation
to focus on writing, but this tendency interferes with improving listening abilities.)

A crucial aspect of the communication exercises concerns the tone of these
activities. Participants should avoid being judgmental about comments and opin-
ions expressed by others. The inevitable response to “passing judgment” is defen-
siveness—and communication stops. “Controlling the voice of criticism” may be
difficult for some individuals (particularly parents and teachers!). However, these
exercises are about establishing communication skills, not about proving “who’s
right and who’s wrong.” It is unlikely that anyone can “nag” or “lecture” another per-
son into heeding ethical standards and moral codes; indeed, the best way to help
teens develop principles is through open discussions in which all views are treated
with dignity and respect.
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Using The Formula:
Instructions and Guidelines

In many Teenage Connection exercises, participants take turns asking and answer-
ing questions. The “step by step” instructions below apply to these exercises.

Directions:

I.

These exercises are designed for two participants. One person will be
Partner A and the other Partner B.

The exercises contain two parts. The first part consists of materials to be
examined, such as photographs, trigger words, or power-packed expres-
sions; the second part consists of the Communication Formula Questions
and Concluding Statements.

In the first half of the activity, Partner B selects the material to be examined
by choosing the picture, word, or expression. Partners review this selec-
tion for a few seconds and “collect their thoughts™ about the item.

Partner A asks Partner B the Communication Formula Questions and listens
carefully to the responses. Partner A then fills in the blanks of the
Concluding Statements using the information obtained from these responses.

In the second half of the activity, participants “swap roles.” Partner A looks
through the remaining choices and selects the picture or word(s) to be
examined next. Partners then repeat the cycle described above. (It will take
about 30 minutes to go through both cycles of questions and answers.)

Other Important Guidelines

A.

B.

Participants’ responses should be clear and complete, they should include
explanations or examples.

“I don’t know” is not an acceptable answer. If a partner has to “invent” an
answer based on speculation or imagination, that answer is acceptable —
provided it is sufficiently explained or described.

Participants should strive to be as non-judgmental as possible regarding the
views and opinions expressed by others.

Suggestions for Large Group/Classroom Situations

Break the group into two person “partnerships” and follow the general
instructions above EXCEPT at the end of the activity. Then Participants will
be asked to share with the group some new information or insight about
themselves or their partners.
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