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Section III: 
Communicating  
in the Workplace
The chapters in Section III focus on the listening strategies that  
are key to success in the workplace.

	12	Basics of Workplace Communication .  .  133
This chapter helps you understand the speaking 
situation, match language to the situation, and use 
strategies for different situations.

	13	Listening .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  145
Here, you’ll find strategies for understanding the listening 
situation, listening for details, and effective responding.

	14	Workplace Dynamics . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  149
This chapter helps you give and receive direction, deal  
with criticism, resolve conflicts, and work in groups.

	15	Communicating by Telephone  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  157
This chapter focuses on using the telephone and handling 
messages.

	16	Presentations . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  161
As you work through this chapter, you’ll develop a 
presentation in manuscript, list, and outline forms.
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Basics of Workplace 
Communication
“Your actions speak louder than your words” is a common idiom that you may 
have heard before. It means that your actions say more about you than the words 
you speak. This idea is especially true in the workplace, isn’t it? Your success as a 
welder, dental assistant, or mechanic depends on your actions—on how well you 
do your job. 

However, this doesn’t mean that what you say on the job isn’t important. To 
do your best work, you must be able to communicate well with your co-workers 
and your managers. This chapter will help understand and practice effective 
communication skills in the workplace. You will learn how to use different levels 
of language, how to address people in the workplace, how to ask for help, and 
much more. 

12

“Asking the right questions takes 
as much skill as giving the right 
answers.”

—Robert Half

Learning Outcomes

1	Learn the basics of 
communication.

2	Choose the right level 
of language.

3	Know how to address 
people.

4	Adapt or change the 
way you communicate.

5	Use a checklist to help 
you communicate.

idiom 
a common expression whose 
meaning is different from its 
literal meaning

Glossary Terms
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Learning Outcome

1	Learn the basics of 
communication.

barriers 
things that block, 
interfere, or get in 
the way; problems

Being Prepared
Becoming an effective communicator comes with experience. You need to learn 
the proper skills and then practice them until they become part of your own 
thinking.

A prepared communicator . . .

1. Understands the speaking situation:   Each time you communicate, you 
have something to say (subject) to someone (audience) and a reason for saying 
it (purpose). Having a good understanding of these three things will help you 
communicate effectively. 

Write   Theo is a new electrician, and he needs to talk to his supervisor, Jerry, 
about a wiring blueprint that is difficult to understand.

2. Considers what barriers might exist:   Is English your first or your second 
language? What about the person you will be communicating with? Are there 
any cultural issues that you should consider? Thinking about any possible 
problems beforehand will make your conversation more productive. 

Write   Elena has decided to enroll in a dental assistant program in the fall. 
Before enrolling in the program, she has to interview with Dr. Susan Snyder, the 
department chair. Elena is still working on her language skills, even though she has 
tested out of the English as a Second Language program. She should receive her 
high school diploma this summer.
Explain in a few sentences any barriers that might exist for Elena.

	 1.	 What will be the subject of Theo’s conversation?

	 2.	 What is the purpose of the conversation? 

	 3.	 Who is the audience?

Glossary 
Terms

shutterstock.com
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                                      Choosing your words carefully is especially 
important in the workplace. So don’t rush through your conversations. 

Write   Jamell is showing a customer how a new computer program works.  
He knows the program so well that he zips right through his explanation.  
Afterward, Jamell can tell that they customer is not fully happy with the 
presentation.
Explain in a few sentences what Jamell might have done wrong.

4. Uses the right level of language:   There is a time and place for different 
types of language. On the job, informal or semi-formal language works best. (See 
pages 138–139 for explanations.)

Write   Aki is preparing her final project for her interior-decorating program. She 
will be presenting it to a group of instructors and professional decorators.
Explain what level of language she should use and why.

It’s easy to correct 
something in writing 
before you send it. 
You don’t have that 
luxury when you 
speak. That is why 
you must be careful 
to put some thought 
into what you are 
about to say.

3. Thinks before speaking:
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                                                          Use first names with co-workers and also 
with managers and/or customers, if that is common practice, and if you are 
comfortable with doing so. Otherwise, use courtesy titles (Mr., Mrs., Ms., Dr., 
and so on) with last names for managers and customers. What you don’t want to 
do is start a conversation with something like “Hey, what do you think of this?” 
(See pages 138–139.)

Write   Jacob, who has been on the job for three months, will be meeting with his 
new manager, Herb Wagner. Jacob has heard some of his co-workers call the new 
manager by his first name. Jacob is not sure how to address him.
What advice would you give Jacob and why?

6. Stays calm and courteous:   Try to remain helpful, polite, and even-
tempered when interacting with co-workers, managers, and customers.

Write   Larisa has an angry customer on the phone who is upset about a delivery 
delay. Some of the things that the customer says simply are not true. The person 
seems to have lost perspective about the problem.
Explain how you would advise Larisa to deal with the customer.

courtesy titles 
titles such as Mr. and 
Ms. that show the 
proper respect and 
politeness

even-tempered 
calm, not easily 
excited

interacting 
communicating; 
speaking and 
listening; exchanging 
messages

perspective 
viewing or seeing 
things for what they 
really are

Glossary 
Terms

5. Shows the proper respect:“Take a deep 
breath and 
count to 10, and 
see it as a way 
of letting the 
other person 
vent before he 
is able to com- 
municate 
what’s  
really on 
his mind.”

—Sarah 
Fenson
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                                        Good listeners carefully follow the speakers’ words   
before they reply.  They listen for key words such as first, second, most 
important, and so on. They also ask questions if they don’t understand 
something. 

Write   In a job interview, Anna is trying to listen carefully as the  
employer talks about the important skills needed for the job. She wants  
to make sure that she understands everything before she responds.
What advice would you give her?

8. Considers the nonverbal part of conversations:   Your facial expressions 
(smiling, looking interested, and so on) and body movements (using your hands, 
standing still, and so on) are an important part of your message. So make sure 
that they help you in a conversation.

Write   In one of his classes, Parnell has to give a demonstration speech, 
showing his classmates how a piece of equipment works.
Explain what nonverbal actions he might consider to strengthen his speech, and 
which ones he should avoid.

nonverbal 
involving little or no 
use of language

Glossary 
Terms

7. Listens carefully:

GettyImages.com



Level Description Examples When to use

Casual everyday or  
conversational  
language that may  
include slang,  
nicknames, and  
humor

Speaking: What’s 
with Ab? She’s so 
nerdy.

Texting: RU going 2 
Robo’s party? JW

speaking and 
texting to close 
friends after work 
and on weekends

Informal clear, everyday 
language that 
avoids most slang 
and humor and all 
off-color words

Could you cover 
for me tomorrow? 
My dad’s having 
surgery, so I won’t 
be able to make the 
delivery. Gracias.

speaking with 
and e-mailing co-
workers on the job

Semi-formal carefully worded 
language, showing 
respect and 
politeness

We have the new 
connectors ready 
for delivery. If you 
have any questions, 
please contact me 
or my associate, 
Rudy Castro.

speaking and 
corresponding 
with superiors and 
customers

138

Using the Best Words
Speaking to or texting your friends after work is one thing; communicating on 
the job is quite another. With friends, you can speak very casually, using slang 
terms, making jokes, and so on. With co-workers, superiors, and customers, you 
should choose your words more carefully. 

Levels of Language Chart
This chart shows you three basic levels of language: casual, informal, and 

semi-formal and when to use each one.

Learning Outcome

2	Choose the right level 
of language.

slang 
special words (munchies, 
peeps) used among friends 

superiors 
people in a higher position, 
such as managers, 
supervisors, and so on

off-color words 
words lacking good manners; 
crude or vulgar words

corresponding 
communicating by letter or 
e-mail

Communicating Tip
Language is like clothing. 
It can be very casual, very 
formal—or somewhere 
in between. In the 
workplace, use either 
informal or semi-formal 
language, depending 
on the person you are 
communicating with. 

Glossary Terms

Corbis



139

Identify   Decide which level of language—informal or semi-formal—you should 
use in each of the following workplace settings. The first one has been done for 
you.

	 1.	 Why do you want to become a                                                                       (fill in with 
a job title)? (You are communicating with another student.)

	 2.	 What special skills do you have for this job? (You are communicating with a  
job interviewer.)

Write   Form two- or three-sentence answers to each of the following  
questions. Be sure to use the right level of language. 

	 1.	 Situation: Conversation with a co-worker
	 	 Purpose: Discussing a problem with a piece of equipment

	 	 Level of language: 	

	 2.	 Situation: E-mail to a customer 
	 	 Purpose:  Updating the person about an order

	 	 Level of language: 	

	 3.	 Situation: Letter to a company
	 	 Purpose: Applying for a job

	 	 Level of language: 	  

	 4.	 Situation: E-mail to a co-worker
	 	 Purpose:  Explaining the results of a meeting

	 	 Level of language: 	

	 5.	 Situation: Conversation with your manager
	 	 Purpose: Discussing a new job

	 	 Level of language: 	
Extend: Share 
your answers with a 
classmate or with the 
class. Decide if the 
language sounds right 
for the audience.
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Learning Outcome

3	Know how to address 
people.

Addressing a Person
How should you address people in the workplace? That depends. For co-
workers, use first names, but for your superiors and for customers, use a title 
(Mr., Ms., Dr., etc.) with their last name, unless you have a friendly relationship 
with these people. Then you could use their first names—but only if you are 
comfortable doing so. 

The Most Common Titles
The most common titles include Mr., Mrs., Miss, and Ms. The following 

chart indicates when to use them.

Common Titles When to Use

Mr. (pronounced Mister):
Mr. Lee
Mr. Jordan

To show respect when referring to a male 
superior or customer

Ms. (pronounced Mizz):
Ms. Brand
Ms. Smith

To show respect when referring to a female 
superior or customer; the preferred title 
for women because it avoids referring to 
marital status

Mrs. (pronounced Missus)
Mrs. Larsen
Mrs. Stevens

To show respect when referring to a married 
female superior or customer

Miss (pronounced Miss)
Miss Long
Miss Wolski 

To show respect when referring to a single 
female superior or customer

address 
to speak to 
someone

marital status 
the state of 
being married or 
unmarried

personnel 
manager 
the person 
who  deals with 
the employees 
or workers in a 
company

Glossary 
Terms

Choose   Select the correct form of address for each of the following situations. 
Refer to the chart above for help.

	 1.	 It’s you first day on the job. How should you address your manager, whose name is  
Lori Williams?

	 2.	 You’ve been on the job for two months. How should you address your co-worker, James 
Baker, who started at the same time as you did? 

	 3.	 At an interview, you’re about to meet the company’s personnel manager, whose name  
is Richard Steger. How should you address this person?

	 4.	 You’re about to meet with the department chair in the fashion design program in your 
school. Her name is Althea Pearson, and you’re a friend of one of her daughters. How 
should you address this person?

	 5.	 You’re returning a call to a customer named Thomas Adams, whom you have met a few 
times. How should you address this person?
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Additional Titles
The following chart identifies other titles that you may need to use in school, 

in the workplace, and in daily life. 

Additional Titles When to Use

President, Governor, Mayor, Judge, etc.:
President Obama	 Governor Lee
Mayor Dawkins	 Judge Albert

To show respect when referring to 
people with important positions in  
government or law

General, Lieutenant, etc.:
General Hanson, Sir
Lieutenant Evans or Ms. Evans

To show respect when referring to 
people in the military

Priest (Catholic), Nun (Catholic), 
Minister (Protestant), Rabbi (Jewish), 
Mullah (Islamic), etc.:

Father Kelly or Reverend Keto, 
Sister Mary, Pastor Bachman, 
Rabbi Gould, Mullah Abdul

To show respect when referring to  
the clergy

Dr. (the abbreviation for Doctor), 
Professor, Dean, etc.:

Dr. Stone, Dr. Monk or 
Professor Monk, Dr. Cook 
or Dean Cook

To show respect when referring to 
medical doctors and educators who 
have earned a Ph.D.  (Use Mr. or Ms. 
to address instructors who have not 
earned a Ph.D.)

clergy 
people who, through 
training, have 
religious authority or 
positions of respect

Ph.D.  
the highest degree 
of graduate study; a 
doctorate degree

municipal 
having to do with 
a city or local 
government

Addressing 
supervisors, 
elders, and parents 
with respect is 
common in almost 
all cultures. It 
provides order to a 
culture and helps it 
function.

Write   State the correct form of address for the following people. Refer to the 
chart above for help.

Glossary 
Terms

In a conversation how would you refer to . . .

John Adams, a lieutenant in the Army? 	

Sarah Bachman, the pastor in a local Protestant church? 	

Willie Brown, the mayor of a city? 	

Carol Bennet, a municipal judge? 	

Ronald Lewis, a dean in your school? 	

David Nevin, a priest in a local Catholic church? 	
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Saying the Right Things
When you are in the workplace, you have to be ready to discuss your work, 
talk with customers, share your thoughts in meetings, and so on. The next two 
pages will show you how to begin different types of workplace conversations or 
discussions.

Introducing Yourself
Let’s say that you are interviewing for a new job. How should you introduce 

yourself to the person conducting the interview? Read on to find out.

	 “It’s so nice to meet you, Ms. Douglas. Thank you for giving me 
the opportunity to interview for this job.” or

	 “Hello, Ms. Douglas. I’m glad to meet you.”

	 “How’s it going?” or “Hey” or “What’s up?”

	

Special Note: At the end of an interview, say something like this:
“Thank you for the interview. I enjoyed meeting you and learning 
about the job.”

Asking for Help
When you’re starting out on a new job, you’re going to have a lot of questions 

about the work. How should you ask your supervisor for help?

	 “Mr. Higgins, could you help with this?” or

	 “Mr. Higgins, could I ask you a few questions about this project?”

	 “What’s with this?” or “Give me some help” or  
“Come over here.”

Special Note: When you’re asking for help from a co-worker, say 
something like this:

“Michael, could you give me some help with this?” 

Taking Messages 
If you are expected to answer the phone as part of your job, expect to take 

messages for people in your company. How should you do this?

	 You: “This is Star Electric. How can I help you?”

	 Caller: “I need to speak with Mr. King.”

	 You: “I’m sorry but he’s not in today. Could I please take a message?”

	 You: “This is Star Electric. What do you want?” 

	 Caller: “I need to speak with Mr. King.”

	 You: “He’s not here.”

Learning Outcome

4	Adapt or change the 
way you communicate.

take a message 
gather information from a 
caller or visitor to provide to 
someone who is absent

Communicating Tip
Be sure to look at the 
person in a friendly 
way and smile when 
you introduce yourself. 
Also offer to shake the 
person’s hand.

Say:

Say:

Say:

Don’t 
Say:

Don’t 
Say:

Don’t 
Say:

Glossary Terms
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Placing an Order
While on the job, you may have to place an order by phone for a replacement 

part, a piece of equipment, or some other item. How should you do this?

	 “This is Jorge Ruiz at Quality Metals. Could you please see if 
you have any Model B21 air filters in stock? I need four of them. 
Thanks.”

	 “Hey, this is Jorge. Got any air filters in stock?” or

	 “Hey, I need some air filters right now!”

Discussing Ideas at a Meeting
Most workplaces have meetings to talk about new ideas or plans, discuss 

problems, introduce new equipment, and so on. How should you participate?

	 “Michelle, I have a few questions about your plan.” or

	 “Michelle, could we discuss your plan some more?”

	 “That’s a dumb idea” or “What are you talking about?” or 	

	 “Why would we want to do that?”

Apologizing
Part of being an effective employee is getting along with your co-workers. You 

should treat them with respect and interact with them in a friendly but professional 
way. When you say something that you later regret, be sure to apologize.

	 “Max, I’m sorry about what I said yesterday. It was totally out of 
line. It won’t happen again.” or

	 “Max, I said some things yesterday that I shouldn’t have, and I 
apologize for it. It won’t happen again.”

	 “Yeah, whatever” or “Get over it” or “Forget the whole thing.”

“You don’t have 
to be the loudest 
person in the 
room but make 
sure you don’t 
mumble.”

—Chris Pearson

professional 
following the 
standards of 
respectful conduct

regret 
to do or say 
something that you 
wish you hadn’t

Say:

Say:

Say:

Don’t 
Say:

Don’t 
Say:

Don’t 
Say:

	 1.	 Calling in sick or late for work 	

	 2.	 Introducing a new employee to your co-workers 	

Create   Show what you would say to begin a conversation in each of the following 
situations. Use the “Do Say” examples above as a guide.

Glossary 
Terms
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Communicating Checklist
Use the following questions as a guide when you are communicating on the job.  
Carefully consider each one before you interact with someone in the workplace.

Checklist

	 1.	 With whom will I be speaking?

	 2.	 What is my relationship with this person?

	 3.	 What’s the purpose of the communication?

	 4.	 How should I address the person?

	 5.	 Are there any communication barriers that I should consider?

	 5.	 Will I be speaking with the person face to face or over the phone?

	 6.	 What level of language should I use?

	 7.	 What do I have to remember to do during the conversation?

Learning Outcome

5	Use a checklist to help 
you communicate.
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Listening
Did you know that most of us are not very good listeners? In fact, we internalize 
less than 30 percent of what we hear! That may not be a problem when you’re 
listening to a radio talk show, but it can be a huge problem when you’re  listening 
to instructions from your work supervisor. Poor listening on the job can lead to 
mistakes, which can then lead to a lot of wasted time and money.

How would you evaluate your own listening skills? Do you ever miss the 
main parts of conversations? When do you do your best listening? Your worst? 
However you rate your ability to listen, you can always make improvements. 
This chapter will show you how.

Steps to Effective Listening 
	 1.	 Focus on the speaker.
	 2.	 Consider your purpose (to learn, to discuss, etc.).
	 3.	 Take notes if necessary.
	 4.	 Identify the basics (who? what? when? where? and why?).
	 5.	 Listen for key details (examples, numbers, names, etc.).
	 6.	 Put the message into your own words.

13

“Most of the successful people I’ve 
known are the ones who do more 
listening than talking.”

—Bernard M. Baruch

Learning Outcomes

1	Understand the 
listening situation.

2	Listen for the 5 W’s 
and H.

3	Understand how to 
respond.

internalize 
make part of your own thinking

Glossary Terms
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Understanding the Listening Situation
To be a good listener, you need first to understand the listening situation: the 
speaker, the purpose, and the subject.

The Listening Situation

Speaker: 
Who is the speaker?
What relationship do 
you have?

Purpose:
What does the  
speaker want?
What is the speaker 
trying to do?

Subject:
What is the topic?
What is the main point?

Analyze   Analyze the listening situation for a conversation you have, whether in 
class, on the job, or one at home.

Learning Outcome

1	Understand the 
listening situation.

Speaker:
Who is the speaker?

What relationship do you have?

Purpose:
What does the speaker want?

What is the speaker trying to do?

Subject:
What is the topic?

What is the main point?

shutterstock.com

Active listeners make 
eye contact. They 
also nod their heads, 
smile, and/or frown 
to show that they are 
interested.
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Learning Outcome

2	Listen for the 5 W’s 
and H.

Polandeze from Flickr

Listening for the 5 W’s and H
Often in the workplace, a supervisor or colleague will give you instructions 
about a task you need to accomplish. To catch all the details, listen for the 5 W’s 
and H:

The 5 W’s and H
Who is involved in the task?
What are the key details?
Where should the task occur?
When should the task be done?
Why is this task important?
How should the task be done?

Analyze   As your instructor makes an assignment in class, listen carefully and 
write down answers to the 5 W’s and H.

	 1.	 Who is involved in the task? 

	 2.	 What are the key details?

	 3.	 Where should the task occur?

	 4.	 When should the task be done?

	 5.	 Why is the task important?

	 6.	 How should the task be done?
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Learning Outcome

3	Understand how to 
respond.

Responding in a Positive Way
Listening isn’t just about taking in information. It’s also about responding in a 
way that strengthens the lines of communication. Educators Joe Wittmer and 
Robert Myrick identified the following three strategies for responding.

	 1.	 Restate content: By restating or verbalizing the other person’s ideas, you 
show that you understand the point. You also give the person a chance to 
adjust your understanding.

It sounds like your car is costing you a lot of money.
First the alternator went out, and now the exhaust.

	 2.	 Verbalize the speaker’s emotions: By naming the feelings you hear, you 
show your understanding of the other person’s feelings. 

You sound frustrated.
It sounds as if you are worried.

	 3.	 Ask open-ended questions: By asking questions that start with what, how, 
when, or where, you show your interest in what the person is saying.

How can I help you resolve this issue?
When would you like to schedule repairs?

Respond   For each statement below, write a response that uses the strategy 
indicated.

Say

Say

Say

responding 
making a reply or 
answer

verbalizing 
expressing in 
words

Glossary 
Terms

	 1.	 “I got my shipment from you guys last month, but it was all messed up.” 

	 	 Restate content:

	

	 2.	 “This is the second time that your online Web store didn’t work.”

	 	 Verbalize the speakers emotions:

	

	 3.	 “It’s time we fix this situation.”

	 	 Ask open-ended questions:

	

“Most of us feel 
overburdened 
by information, 
although I would 
say the overload-
ed feeling comes 
more from  
coordinating all 
the information  
and responding 
to it.”

—David Rose
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Workplace Dynamics
During a typical day in the workplace, employees give or receive instructions, 
discuss problems, work together on new projects, and much more. Interactions 
like these are part of the dynamics of a workplace. Businesses run smoothly 
when the workplace dynamics are positive and meaningful.

To ensure that you are a productive and positive employee, it’s important 
that you respect yourself, your coworkers and your company. You respect 
yourself when you take pride in your work and act professionally. You respect 
your coworkers when you listen and offer your support. And you respect your 
company when you follow its goals and help it grow.  

This chapter covers the following key aspects of workplace dynamics: 
giving and receiving instructions, dealing with criticism, solving conflicts, and 
working in groups. See “Basics of Workplace Communication” (pages 133–144) 
for additional advice.

14

“None of us is as smart as all of us.”

—Ken Blanchard

Learning Outcomes

1	Learn about giving and 
receiving instructions. 

2	Understand how to 
deal with criticism.

3	Learn about conflict 
resolution.

4	Understand how to 
work in groups.

workplace dynamics 
the interactions and activities 
in a workplace

Glossary Terms




