
·  What time does practice end today?
·  Grandmother arrives tomorrow.
·  Will you need your uniform clean for Friday?

SO MUCH OF FAMILY 
LIFE RIDES ON COMMON, 

EVERYDAY TALKING:

L I S TEN I N G CO N NEC T I N GTA L K I NG

If things are working well for normal, no-big-deal transactions, continue on as you 
have been. But parents are often broad-sided by conversations-gone-wild. Then 
there are those times when you know in advance that a conversation will be dicey. 
And there are those times when you thought all was going well, and suddenly it 
wasn’t. Here are some tips that can help:



HIT THE PAUSE BUTTON  

REMEMBER THAT DIFFERENT MODES ARE 
GOOD FOR DIFFERENT PURPOSES 
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Often we get into trouble because we jump into difficult 
communication without being ready. When you feel that 
gut-punch comment, when the eye-roll begins, when 
your internal yellow-warning light goes off, PAUSE. . . 
breathe deeply. Ask yourself, “What’s going on here?” 
Take as much time as you need to figure out what you 
want to happen next in the conversation. Parents often 
get “baited” into hot interactions and find themselves 
mired before they even know what they want from the 
conversation. You’ll often feel an escalation of emotions 
that warn you, “Pause.” TIP: It’s fine to say calmly, “I’ll 
have to think about this and get back to you. We’re not 
done with this conversation.” Take your time to figure out 
what you want from the interchange; decide when the 
time is right and what mode is likely to work well.

  
We have many modes of communication right now: texts, 
emails, snap-chats, phone calls, notes and letters, and 
good old face-to-face conversations. What most kids don’t 
realize is that when emotions are running high, we usually 
need more communication input, not less. We NEED 
facial expressions, tone-of-voice clues, the conversational 
pauses, which can inform us of uncertainty or anger. The 
less emotional the exchange, the better a text or email 
works; e.g., “I’ll pick you up at 7.” But if emotions or 
detailed sensitive information need to be shared, texting or 
snap-chatting isn’t so effective (for example, you NEVER 
break up with your girlfriend by text!). And, if we have 
a problem to resolve, we need all the data we can get. 
“Data” means facial expressions, eye-rolls, deep sighs, 
furrowed eye brows. In human communication about 85% 
is NON-VERBAL (NOT the words). So if there is a glitch 
in connection, the first place to look is what was going on 
non-verbally, which brings us to . . .
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When we have meaningful communication that needs to 
happen, we need to be sure our face and tone of voice 
align with the message we want to send. A single mom of 
two late-teen sons was troubled, almost frightened, one 
night when her boys were wrestling. Chairs were falling 
over, a hole got punched in the wall. Holding her hands 
in almost a prayer position, up close to her chin, she said 
sweetly, “Boys, please…please…stop, okay?” her voice 
rising plaintively at the end of the plea. They did not stop. 
Remember the part about human communication being 
only 15% about the words? Her words said “stop” but 
her hand gesture, pleading voice, worried/helpless face 
made it easy for the guys to ignore. Other parents have 
wondered why their biting sarcasm ignites a fight every 
time they speak with their teens. Check your face; check 
your tone. If you wouldn’t allow your kid to use that face 
or that tone, ditch it!

CHECK YOUR FACE – CHECK YOUR TONE  

THE 3-SENTENCE RULE  
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 A therapist-friend of mine told me, “During heated 
conversations, teen boys only listen to the first three 
sentences. Choose them carefully.” I’d extend this 
wisdom to teens in general and especially during 
emotionally “hot” exchanges. Kids, and parents, can 
get overwhelmed with words and feelings. When you 
feel the heat going up, pause; think through your three 
sentences; say them and STOP. Some parents even 
write the three sentences ahead of time. Stopping 
allows the import of your words to sink in. A brief 
message can prevent emotional “flooding.”  Your 
stopping also allows your kid to hear you and, who 
knows, maybe even to listen.
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Good parent/teen communication has many other essentials.  
For more, check out other options to connect with Kathleen’s work.  

May you and your teens enjoy happy and productive communications!  
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Typically, in human conversation, matching emotional intensity 
shows that the conversation partners are on the same wave-length. 
However, when your teen amps up the intensity of a conversation, 
sometimes with great intention, it helps for you to amp it down. For 
example, “Mom! I don’t know what’s the matter with me and my 
boyfriend and our other 3 friends going to Austin for the concert 
and sharing a hotel room! After all, we ARE in high school!” Rather 
than reply with the intensity you feel, don’t raise your voice above, 
“Please pass the salt.” Keep your reply simple, low-key and firm.

Likewise, teens frequently drop a conversational bomb that tends to 
leave parents sputtering. Like the 16-year old boy who announced 
over dinner one night that since he had likely flunked the chemistry 
test, he was thinking of dropping out of high school and joining the 
Army. His parents were tempted to fly off the handle, but his dad 
calmly asked, “Please pass the ketchup.” Then continued, “So what’s 
your thinking on that?” In the face of calm reasonability, the kid had 
a chance to walk through his options.

Keeping in mind, “Please pass the salt” and “Please pass the 
ketchup” allow you to remain calm in the face of THEIR intense 
emotions and in the face of YOUR intense emotions.

PLEASE PASS THE SALT; PLEASE PASS THE KETCHUP
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