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Our Brave New World of Video Communication

Well, after my going on in the last
newsletter about how studying in person is
so much better than online, English Now! is
holding lessons online!

I should have known better.

So does this mean I must eat my words?
Maybe not.

Due to the virus crisis, much of our lives is
now online whether we like it or not.
Business meetings, customer contact,
schooling and socializing are all being
conducted by the Internet as we wait out our
liberation from social distancing.

Confronted with this current reality, English
Now! is rising to the challenge and doing its
utmost to give our students the best online
classes possible. We’re sticking to our
“mimi kara” focus, and adapting it to the
medium. We’re not simply holding online
chat sessions; we’re providing a balanced,
full curriculum of English instruction to
keep our students challenged and solidly
progressing.

This is also a great opportunity for all of us
to develop our online video chat and
teleconferencing skills.

Many have been shy and perhaps a bit
embarrassed to jump into online video chat.
Even though video chat has been around for
years and its quality has greatly improved,
texting still dominates social media and
much online communication.

This is not really surprising. Texting allows
more privacy than video chat — or even the
phone, for that matter. Moreover, you’re not
on the spot having to respond right away to
someone’s comments — you can pause to
consider just the right reply. Telephone
communication constantly demands that
you quickly and skillfully modulate your
voice quality to express yourself the way
you want to. That can be a challenge to
many these days who rarely use the phone.
In fact, new company recruits often have so
little experience using a telephone that it
can be like a brand new medium to them.

Video chat makes things even tougher by
adding your face to the mix, requiring you
to also consider your facial expressions and
gestures. Your appearance and even the
background behind you are subject to
judgement. It’s no wonder so many have

avoided video chat until now. It’s much
harder to control the impression you make
than with your Facebook or Instagram page.

However, since tele-work and online
meetings and education are here to stay and
sure to increase, let’s resolve to get good at
it. Here are some pointers.

First, the technical:

* Learn your device and its software.
Experiment and play around with how
Zoom works on your device. Try Zooming
friends or family members for practice.

* Video chat can drain your battery quickly.
Have a charger available if you’re using a
smartphone or tablet. If you’re on a
notebook or laptop, plug it in — your
computer will try to conserve power when
it’s on battery and this will affect video
quality.

* To free up bandwidth for video chat, close
other apps on your device — open
browsers, email clients, Dropbox and
OneDrive are all constantly stealing
bandwidth. Make sure no one else in your
home is streaming video (like Netflix or
Hulu) or gaming online.

* Set your device in a stable position so that
it can record video without bouncing
around. Position the camera so that it’s close
to eye level so that the viewer is not peering
up your nose (yuck!).

* Choose a warm, neutral, static
background. This will improve the video
quality and help other participants focus on
you. Avoid noisy locations. Choose a bright
spot with a soft light in front of you. Avoid
bright light behind you.

* If your location is noisy, or if you’re
sitting a bit far from the camera, mute
yourself when you’re not talking. If you
wish to wear headphones or earphones, try
to choose some that are as small and
discreet as possible — and best yet,
wireless. They can make it easier for you to
hear, but they can be a psychological barrier
to the other participants. And if you’re
bound by wires, it can limit effective
gesturing. Remember, we’re aiming at as
natural, full communication as possible. An
obtrusive headset can appear cold and
impersonal.

As for the meeting itself:

* Choose comfortable clothes, since you’re
likely to be sitting for a long time. If it’s a
business meeting, dress appropriately. Sit up
straight and smile.

* Log on early and be sure to say “Hi!” to
the others attending your meeting or class as
they arrive. Being online doesn’t mean
social etiquette can be ignored.

* Eye contact is essential, but tough because
when you look at another person (or
yourself) on your screen, you appear to be
looking down — or seem distracted. The
closer you are to the screen, the worse this
gets, so back up a bit. I keep a smiley face
sticker around my computer’s camera to
remind me to look at the camera.

» Speak more clearly and project more than
usual. I also tend to slow down and
enunciate more exactly to ensure that others
hear me well — and to allow for video lag.

* Don’t be stone-faced. Be expressive with
your face and intonation. Add gestures.
Beware of having your face right up close to
the camera. It can be a bit overpowering and
also prevent you from employing gestures
and body language. Seek out the sweet spot
in camera distance and vary it according to
the message.

* Video chat and tele-conferencing can be
even more demanding energy-wise and
emotionally than face-to-face, because you
must work a little harder to actively engage
with the other participants, showing clearly
that you are listening and attentive. When
someone else is speaking, don’t use that
time as an opportunity to do something else.
Stay focused.

There you go. Video chat, teleconferencing
and online education throw us into a brave
new world of communication, so let’s give
it our best shot — and have some fun with
it, too!

Jacques Saffell



