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Speak Up!
While our students talk, email, text, and tweet, they are not developing the kind of
communication skills they need to succeed in today’s workplace. Employers contend that
communication skills are most sorely lacking in today’s job candidates. In fact, a 2010 report from
the National Association of Colleges and Employers states: Communication skills not only top
employers’ list of most-desired skills, but also their list of the skills most lacking in new college
graduates.
As the American workforce expands to include a wide variety of cultures and generations, good
communicators are in high demand because they are able to build better interpersonal relationships,
generate win/win solutions, and lead more effectively. Good communicators are more productive
and valued employees. Since communication is one of the keys to success in today’s workplace,
encouraging students to develop these critical skills will help them thrive in today’s economy.
While you already include communication skills in your course, this booklet focuses on
practical communication activities directly applicable to the workplace. The five communication
skills addressed will motivate your students to listen attentively, read more willingly, shake hands
with enthusiasm, write more concisely, and speak authentically.
This booklet is arranged with information and directions for instructors on the left-hand page.
On the right-hand page you will find a ready-to-use student activity sheet to copy, scan, or download
from www.cccfcs.com. In addition, each of the five lessons include:
n Spotlight — “Why” the activity relates to building better communication skills.
n Highlight — A quotation and questions for reflection and discussion to encourage critical thinking.
n Green Light —An assignment to apply and build the skill in the world at large.
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Amp it Up
Spotlight

Listening is a vital yet underestimated part of the communication process. We
spend approximately 70% of our awake time communicating. 10% of that time is spent
writing; 15% is spent reading; 30% is spent talking; and an overwhelming 45% is spent

Studies show

listening. While our students spend years learning to read, write, and speak, most have

that imme-

spent little time learning to listen. Since the communication process is so dependent on

diately after

the ability to actively listen, helping students develop more effective listening habits is

listening to a

critical to their success.

10-minute oral
presentation, the

Here’s how…

average listener
has heard, understood, and retained
50% of what was said.
Within 48 hours, that
drops off another 50% to
a final level of 25% listening efficiency.

n Ask students to guesstimate the % of time they spend speaking, reading, writing,
listening. Compare their responses to the stats cited above.
n Distribute Who’s Listening? activity and review the instructions.
n After students complete the activity, create a compiled list of characteristics/
behaviors of good listeners.

— Madelyn Burley-Allen
Listening: the Forgotten Skill

“Seek first to understand, then
to be understood.”
— Steven Covey, Seven Habits of Highly Effective People
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Share this quote and ask some questions:
•

Explain your interpretation of this quote to the person sitting next to you.

•

How do you seek to understand others?

•

Why would you want to understand another person’s viewpoint before
explaining yours?

Have students watch for examples of good listeners. Ask them to observe and note
several of their best and worst observations of good and poor listening in the workplace,
in social settings, with parents and children, with peers, and with coworkers. Call on
students to share one of their most interesting observations and what they learned by
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listening.

Who’s Listening?
You have undoubtedly received instruction in reading, writing, and speaking, but when
was the last time you took a class in listening? Yet, you use listening more than any other
communication skill. What does it take to be a good listener and why is it so important? As you
complete this 3 part exercise, you will learn more about the what and why of good listening.
1. Identify people…
…who you listen to:
______________________________________________________________________		
______________________________________________________________________		
______________________________________________________________________
…who you should listen to but don’t:
______________________________________________________________________		
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
…who you do not listen to:
______________________________________________________________________		
______________________________________________________________________		
______________________________________________________________________
…who you should not listen to but do:
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
												
2. Form a small group with 3 or 4 other students and share and compare your responses
about good and poor listening characteristics. Then work as a team and create a list of
five characteristics of good and poor listeners.
Good Listeners

Poor Listeners

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

________________________

3. Finally, share your team’s list with the class and identify which characteristics are
commonly reported and which are unique. 

Powerful Reading
Spotlight

A New York Times article, C.E.O. Libraries Reveal Keys to Success, reports that leaders
like Phil Knight, founder of Nike, Steve Jobs of Apple , and Michael Moritz, venture capitalist
behind Google, Yahoo, and PayPal, are all serious readers who have built libraries focused
on how to think, not how to compete. Leaders make reading an indispensable part of
improving their lives and businesses. Getting students to focus on the value of reading
and providing them with examples of leaders who read will encourage them to pick up
a book.

Fortune 500
CEO’s are avid
readers and read
on the average
of 4-5 books per
month, while the
average person reads
only about a book per
year.

Here’s how…
n Discuss this statement: Leaders are Readers.
n Distribute Speed Reading activity and review the directions.
n Give students about 3 minutes to conduct each set of interviews.
n Share student responses and ask some probing questions.		

— Ron White
Speed Reading

“To get ahead you have got to out
read the other guy.”
— Tom Peters, Little Big Things
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Share this quote and ask some questions:
•

How can reading give you an advantage in the workplace?

•

How would you benefit from reading a book a month?

•

What could you do to find more time to read?

Have students visit their local bookstore and look at what people are reading.
Ask them to be prepared to share their answers to these questions: What are the
most popular business books? What’s on the New York Times Best Sellers’ List? In
addition, have them identify five books related to their career interest or to their
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hobbies and write down the titles and authors. Have students share what they
learned in small groups.

Speed Reading
In this activity you will conduct several interviews. You will play the role of interviewee and interviewer in each
encounter. It will move quickly, so ask your questions and record your responses before your instructor calls time.

Interview One
1. What was your favorite book as a child?_ ____________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
2. How does reading help you succeed?_______________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
3. What book would you recommend to me?___________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

Interview Two
1. Why is reading important to you?_ _________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
2. What kind of material do you like to read?_ __________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
3. Why do you think leaders are readers?_ _____________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

Interview Three
1. Where do you like to read?________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
2. How do you think reading a book electronically, or listening to audiobooks would
change your reading habits?
______________________________________________________________________
3. What book are you reading now or plan to read?______________________________
______________________________________________________________________

Quick Connections
Spotlight

Even when we are silent, our bodies are sending signals about our moods and inner
thoughts. In fact, words communicate only about 7% of a message, while 38% comes from
our voice and more than half of the message, 55%, is conveyed through our body language.
While there are many body language signals employers observe in a job candidate, a

Research by the
University of Iowa
found applicants —
especially women —

person’s handshake makes an important first impression. An improper handshake can leave
an unfavorable impression on a potential employer. Since a good handshake is a skill one can
quickly learn and practice, why not help your students get a grip?

Here’s how…

with a firm handshake
are far more likely to get
the job than candidates

n Ask students why handshakes are important.
n Demonstrate handshake protocol.

with a limp grip. A solid
handshake was more important than dress or physical

n List what an employer might learn from a handshake.
n Distribute Get a Grip activity and review directions.

appearance.
n Share students’ responses and observations.
— Tippie College of Business
University of Iowa
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While a great handshake can make you
seem wise and powerful, a weak shake
can give you an aura of fearfulness or
insecurity.		
— Shelly Hagen, The Body Language of a Hand Shake
Share this quote and ask some questions:
•

Why do you agree or disagree with this quote?

•

How does handshaking vary in different cultures?

•

What do you look for when you shake someone’s hand?

Ask students to shake hands with at least three people each day and write
one or two words about each experience. Then at the end of the week, discuss what
students experienced and what they learned. Ask students to share their best and worst
handshake experience.
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Get a Grip
A handshake is one of the most powerful communication strategies between two people. It transmits data
from one body to the next, all in a split second. Whether you are going out on a job interview or meeting new
coworkers, how you shake makes a difference. Follow the instructions below to find out how your shake rates.

Steps to a Great Handshake
1. Stand and step or lean forward.
2. Engage the full hand. Touch palms firmly, but not to a crushing degree.
3. Pause, make eye contact, and smile.
4. Shake a couple of times. A good shake should last 3 to 4 seconds.
5. Greet the other person and repeat his/her name.

Shake hands with another student and have him/her describe your grip.
Hand Temperature:

___________________________________________________

Force of the Grip:

___________________________________________________

Duration:

___________________________________________________

Eye Contact:

___________________________________________________

Smile:

___________________________________________________

Shake hands with another student and have him/her describe your grip.
Hand Temperature:

___________________________________________________

Force of the Grip:

___________________________________________________

Duration:

___________________________________________________

Eye Contact:

___________________________________________________

Smile:

___________________________________________________

What are a several things you can do to improve your handshake?________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

Write Lite
Spotlight

Writing is the gatekeeper to many good jobs. In the workplace, good writing
increases credibility and cooperation. Less than good writing can lead to confusion,
misunderstanding, and delay. Employers today don’t want employees who can give them

In today’s

War and Peace — they want employees who can write clear, concise communications.

workplace

While that may sound easy, the truth is that succinct writing is a skill that takes time and

writing is a

effort. Raise your students’ awareness about the importance of writing well by doing this

“threshold skill”

simple exercise.

for hiring and
promotion among

Here’s how…

salaried employees.
Survey results indicate
that writing is a ticket to

n Share a time when you had a problem because of written communication.
n Ask students why clear, concise writing is so important in today’s workplace.

professional opportunity,
while poorly written job
applications are a figurative

n Distribute What’s Your Line? activity and review the directions.
n Share students’ taglines and designs.

kiss of death.
— Writing: A Ticket to Work…
or a Ticket Out.
College Board 2004
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Writing is the gatekeeper to well
paying jobs. New hires are deficient in
the writing skills employers want.
— National Commission on Writing, The Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution

Share this quote and ask some questions:
•

Why is writing so important in the workplace?

•

What kind of writing do you do on your job?

•

What can you do to build or improve your writing skills?

A couple of minutes before your class ends, give students time to write a oneminute paper on what they learned in class. This exercise will help them summarize
and synthesize information as they capture it in writing. Encourage students to try this
one-minute writing assignment in each of their classes for a week. After the week is up,
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discuss how many times they tried the activity and how their writing improved.

What’s Your Line?
Interesting and creative business cards can go a long way in helping people remember you and what you do.
Can you match the message on each of these business cards to the appropriate person?
1. Hotel Manager
5. Gerontologist

2. Dietitian
6. Family Studies  

3. Fashion Designer  
7. Interior Designer  

4. Consumer Counselor  
8. Early Childhood Educator

pendable,
Dedicated, De
Energetic…

A __
eker
…New Job Se

G__
B __

H__

F__

C __
E__

Answers:  A – 4,   B – 7,  C – 6,  D – 2,  E – 5,  F – 3,  G – 1,  H – 8

D__

Create Your Brand
Write down words related to what you do or want to do. Focus
on your top qualities or strengths. Think of as many words as
you can that relate to the assets you’ve identified.
n Once you have your comprehensive list narrow it
down to about ten words.
n Then use different combinations of those words to
write some taglines.
n Finally, create your business card using your name,
contact information, and your tagline. In addition,
you may want to create a symbol, graphic or use a
photo that describes your brand.

Sparkling Conversation
Spotlight

According to a study from the Stanford Graduate School of Business, students’ ability
to converse has a huge impact on their success after graduation. They must have good oral
communication skills to interact and connect with diverse coworkers in today’s workplace.
Students must be prepared to make small talk, engage in meaningful conversations,

The attention

participate in group discussions and give powerful presentations. As students write,

span of the

practice, deliver, and perfect their short personal introductions, they will have an

average person

opportunity to connect their communication skills in meaningful and practical ways.

is just 30 seconds
before his/her mind
starts wandering.

Here’s how…
n Ask students to define a personal pitch.

You need to grab his/
her attention quickly or
lose it forever. To do that,

n Share a personal introduction you might use when meeting new faculty.
n As a class, compose a “fictitious” personal pitch for a person in your discipline.

you need a great 30-second
n Distribute Perfect Pitch activity and review the directions.

message.
— Milo O. Frank
How to Get Your Point Across
in 30 Seconds or Less

n Ask students to give their introductions to three other students.

“Every conversation is an
opportunity for success.”
— Debra FIne, The FIne Art of Small Talk
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Share this quote and ask some questions:
•

Which of your friends would you label as good conversationalists?

•

What does it take to be a good conversationalist?

•

How would good conversational skills help you in the workplace?

Start or end each class session having students give their pitches to 1-3 other
students. Encourage them to devote a few minutes each day honing their pitch. At the
end of a week, discuss how they used their pitch and how it has changed and improved.

Green Light
page 12

Perfect Pitch
A personal pitch is a short spoken statement, about 30-seconds, that lets people know who you are, what
you do well, and what you are looking for. It is a well-prepared answer to the questions: “Tell me a little bit about
yourself,” or “So, what do you do?”

Who you are:
My name is____________________. I am a(n)_________________
______________________________________________________
(Tip: This can be what you are doing now…
I am a student and work part-time on the sales team at Best Buy.)

What you do:
(Tip: Write a couple of sentences that describe what you do...
I attend classes and work 20 hours a week.)_ _____________________
_____________________________________________________

Why you’re the best, unique, talented; or what you do especially well:
(Tip: Write a sentence that expresses your best strength(s). Provide a concrete example of what makes you unique.)
____________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________

What contributions (values added) are you looking to make:
(Tip: Tell what you are looking to do with your life. You may want to include some of your goals.)
________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________________

Use the information above and develop your personal statement/ “pitch” quickly by writing it out first, and
then talking it out. Make adjustments until it sounds and feels right for you. Practice out loud in front of a mirror,
in the shower, or in the car. Practice with friends and colleagues.

Write your 100 word pitch below:
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________________

Speak Up…
…about the importance of
communication skills!

Build communication skills.
Help them to…
•
•
•
•

Listen attentively
Read avidly
Write clearly and concisely
Speak confidently

You can have brilliant ideas, but
if you can’t get them across, your
ideas won’t get you anywhere.
— Lee Iacocca

