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“Yeah, I’m listening”

So there you are, sitting with a
couple English colleagues or
coworkers. They’re having a great
time, but it’s been 50 minutes
already and you’ve hardly said a
word. Worse yet, it still feels like you
are an outsider to their conversation.
What can you do? You know your
vocabulary and your grammar and
your pronunciation are just fine. Yet
you can’t seem to get a word in
edge-wise, much less get a good vibe
going with everybody.

Well, here are 5 ways to improve
your English communication skills
without learning any new English:

1. Eye contact and body language
are IMPORTANT!

We often mention that English is all
about ow you say it, not what you
say. Your tone, intonation, and body
language will either help people
understand your message, or make it
incomprehensible. And the same is
also true the other way around. In
many western cultures—not just
America and England—eye contact
and body language are very
important for the listener, too. In
Japan, it is quite normal not to look
at someone while talking to or
listening to them. But in the West,
eye contact is important on both
sides. Your eyes tell us what you are
paying attention to—so if you don’t
look at us, you seem disengaged.

2. Aizuchi

Americans often have the stereotype
of being loud, but they can be
surprisingly quiet when listening to
someone. In the West, it’s generally
considered rude to interrupt someone
who’s speaking. In Japan, it’s typical
to make quite loud and attention-
grabbing sounds, or to repeat a
phrase of what someone said to show
you’re listening and interested. In
western cultures, this is generally not
the case. People instead make
gestures like nodding, and softer

sounds like ‘hmm’, ‘oh’, and ‘I
see’—and not as frequently as in
Japanese.

3. Questions

One exception to the be-quiet rule is
questions. Conversations are
generally guided by questions.
People will listen relatively quietly,
then interject with questions about
what was just said. Your questions
tell the speaker what interests you
and what you want to hear more
about.

4. Be proactive

In Japan, being considerate of others
is very important. When talking, this
manifests in actively giving others
chances to comment, ask questions,
or tell their own stories. In
comparison, conversation in western
cultures can seem like a wrestling
match. You have to jump in when
you want to speak. If you wait for
people to give you a chance, you will
hardly ever get a word in. There are,
of course, certain protocols to
jumping in—doing it too much or at
the wrong time can be rude.
Generally, people will indicate their
desire to speak with non-verbal cues.
One might take a breath, change
their facial expression, or even make
a gesture with their hand to show
they wish to speak. A good speaker
is attuned to those around them, and
will notice these cues and give others
a chance to speak. If the speaker sees
none of this, however, they will just
keep talking.

5. Leave threads

As mentioned above, questions are
key in keeping a conversation going.
And a good speaker will offer long
enough and detailed enough
questions and answers so that others
can keep the momentum going. Very
rarely is a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ a good
answer. Longer questions and

answers including details provide
‘threads’ which give the listeners
information to follow up on. For
example:

Question:
food?’

A bad answer: ‘No.’

This answer is bad because it doesn’t
give you’re the other person any way
to continue the conversation.

‘Do you like Italian

A good answer: ‘Not really. | had a
bad experience at an Italian pizzeria
a couple years ago. I like Japanese
food a lot better.’

This answer is good because it
provides the other person with
several options for follow wup
questions. They could ask about the
bad experience at the Italian
restaurant, or about your liking of
Japanese food.

So, in general, English conversation
is both more laid back and more
engaged. People make less noise to
show they are listening, but are more
directly involved by asking questions
to guide the conversation. You have
to be proactive and make chances for
yourself to speak—they will not be
created for you. And a good speaker
will keep an eye on their listeners for
non-verbal cues that they wish to
speak, and leave threads in their
answers that the listener can pull to
keep the conversation going.

Keep these points in mind, and soon
you will not only be talking to the
whole town, but may become the

talk of the town as well!
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