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Communication  
You talking doesn’t mean I’m listening 

Roger Graef 
 

Every sports educator has to ensure that effective communication skills are of a high order – this is 
the link between the learners and you. How can you achieve this? 

What is effective communication? 
Effective communication is complex, being made up of many components – it is not just words, it is 

the way the words are spoken, your voice tone and volume, the body language you display when you 
are speaking or listening, attentive listening, understanding and thinking about what you are being 
told, learner preconceptions about the topic and the emotional awareness between the people 

involved in the communication. It is important to understand the exchange of roles during 
communication – from speaker to listener and listener to speaker; sometimes being speaker and 
listener is happening simultaneously (e.g. some group work activities are highly interactive).  

 
Communication breaks down when the message is given or received in a way which is different to the 
intended way and so misunderstanding occurs. 

 
Effective communication – and communication break down – can be summarised by a simple 
diagram. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Importance of effective communication 
Effective communication is an important element of success. Here are some of the reasons:  

• Productive use of time available 

• Clarity about the session, understanding instructions 

• Expectations and responsibilities 

• Collaboration gives a group strength 

• Fewer misunderstandings between facilitator and learners (minimises stress and 
interpersonal conflicts) 

MESSAGE 
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communication 
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Components of effective communication 
As mention above, effective communication is complex as it is made up of many components ; these 
should be viewed as interacting with one another. 

 
1. Written communication.  

At the moment you are receiving communication in a written form; the writer has no way of 
knowing how you are interpreting it. How could you ensure that the communication is 

interpreted in the way you intend? Remember 

“Writing is a lot easier if you have something to say” 
Sholem Asch, Polish novelist 

During the PDA course you will have to communicate in a written form at times: 

• Written responses to assessment questions. Remember to read through your 
responses, checking for understanding. 

• Hand out for the learners at the end of your session. Before composing the hand out 
(or reviewing one you have been given), ask yourself some questions:  

 What is the purpose of this hand out? 

 Will the hand out encourage the learners to delve deeper into the topic? 

 Is the hand out text heavy? 

 Could I use diagrams or pictures as an alternative to words? 

• Presentation during your observed sessions. Your presentation should enhance the 
session – avoid it being the session! There are some simple rules which should be 

followed for the presentation: 
1) Keep text to a minimum, use images to support the message. The learner can 

look at an image and listen to you speak at the same time. Is this possible with 

text? Images also help people to learn. Check that the text can be easily read 
from the back of the room, even when there is too much light in the room. 

2) Focus on one point per slide, using colour as cues to draw attention to the 

important parts – ensure that the colour you use can be read!  
3) The bullet points, if used, are short; as the facilitator you expand on them 

rather than read them from the slide (the learners can read short bullet 

points). 
4) Keep it simple, less is more. Discard everything which is not essential – this 

includes distracting transitions and animations. Is the template you used 

distracting? 
A short summary about presentations is available at 
http://csee-scee.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/TalkHints.pdf  
 

 
 

Charles Mingus, musician 

 

http://csee-scee.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/TalkHints.pdf
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Source: https://mcburgess11.wordpress.com/2013/03/25/statistical -pie-chart/   
 

2. Verbal communication.  
Verbal communication is two-way – speaking and attentive listening. 
Taking speech first: 

▪ What is your rate of speech? Do you speak faster than the learner can listen and 

understand? Radio speech rate is about 160 words per minute (wpm) while 
comprehension rate is about 140 wpm. Remember that the end goal is that the 
listener understands. 

▪ Are you a ‘fluid’ speaker? Have you ever asked a listener to count the number of 
‘uums’ and ‘eems’ you utter during your delivery? 

▪ Think carefully about the words you use – are they appropriate to your learners? 

While speaking, look for non-verbal feedback from the learners and be prepared to 
explain further if you perceive this to be required. 

Your voice is an empowering asset, use it well! It is not just what you say, it is how you say it. 

For example, a question you are asking can come over completely differently depending on 
the paralanguage 

• Tone of voice you use 

• The intonation (variation in voice pitch – how something is said) 

• The volume used – is it appropriate to the situation? 

What is attentive listening? 
o Do you listen accurately to what the speaker is saying, ensuring that you process the 

dialogue?  
o Do you give positive encouraging signs to demonstrate your interest in what is being 

said? This could be occasional nods or short positive comments “yes”.  
o Do you ask questions to check your understanding? This helps to avoid 

misunderstandings. When do you ask the questions? 

https://mcburgess11.wordpress.com/2013/03/25/statistical-pie-chart/


Sports education: PDA: Communication                                                                              ©sportscotland 2015 4 

o Silence: ensure that you give the learners time to respond during discussions and 
when asking questions. 

o What body language do you adopt when listening to others? Are you focussing on the 
speaker, and noting their body language? Can the speaker read your facial expression 
and know that your mind is elsewhere? 

Here is the Chinese symbol 
for the verb ‘To listen’; this is 
a simple but comprehensive 

example of open-minded, 
complete and attentive 
listening. 
 

 
 
 

 
3. Non-verbal communication 

“Few realize how loud their expressions really are. Be kind with what you 
wordlessly say.”  

Richelle E. Goodrich, author 
Consider carefully the messages you give out through your body language.  And the messages 

you are receiving from the individuals in the group.  
▪ Are you facing the learner(s)? 
▪ What are you conveying through your facial expression? 

▪ Is your head above / below / on a level with the learners? What is the impact of these 
different positions? 

▪ What position do you have your arms and legs in? Are they crossed? How still are they 

or are you a fidget? 
▪ Hands and arms – are you static or do you wave them around to emphasise the points 

you are making? 

▪ Do you have any non-verbal mannerisms you should be aware of? Set yourself a 
challenge: observe a group of people who are interacting socially, but you are unable 
to hear the conversation. What non-verbal mannerisms do they display? What 
messages do these mannerisms give you about the interaction? Are any of these 

reflected in your own non-verbal behaviour? 
▪ Do your non-verbal signals reinforce what you are saying? 
▪ Concentrate on the ‘whole picture’ rather than isolating out a single incident e.g. one 

learner crossed their arms for part of the time I was talking. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

4. Emotional awareness 
This area of communication is often overlooked but is the component which can have a huge 

impact on the value of the communication between the sports educator and the learner(s). 

Top tip 
Video record your session(s). Allocate yourself a period of time to view 
the video, analyse it and identify your strengths and areas to work on. 

Repeat after a period of months, checking your progress. 
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a) How confident is the learner? You may have to bring in a learner who is not taking 
part, encouraging them through asking their opinion and responding positively to their 

reply. Let the rest of the group see this and ensure that they value contributions from 
those who are less confident. 

b) Demonstrate empathy with the learners, ensuring that they are emotionally ‘fit’ to 

take part in the session. Sometimes they have to be helped to ‘dump’ their lives 
outwith the session so that they can concentrate. You have to be prepared for the fact 
that we are unable to be on the very top all the time, as humans we have times when 

we are ‘down’.  
c) Are you sensitive to others so that you identify what motivates the learner, working 

with them towards a collaborative learning environment? 
d) Respect individuals and their opinions, be polite and adaptable. Think through how 

you will deal with opinions which counter your own or statements which are delivered 
as fact – you know that they are incorrect. Have you created the environment where 
the learner feels valued and can express an opinion or feeling? 

e) Are you able to use negative emotional feelings and draw strength from them? Are 
you able to channel anger – there is a lot of energy in anger, can you channel this 
constructively into passion and creativity rather than directing it inwards to yourself? 

f) Are you, and the learners, enjoying the session – or even having FUN? It’s OK to have 
fun, it can often accelerate learning! 
 

“The most important thing in communication is hearing what isn’t said”  
Peter Drucker, management consultant 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: http://www.6seconds.org/2013/10/02/feelings-communication-relationship/   

http://www.6seconds.org/2013/10/02/feelings-communication-relationship/
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References and further reading 
• http://www.zenworkplaces.com/2012/10/balance-oral-non-verbal-communication.html 

• http://www.learnhigher.ac.uk/working-with-others/group-work-working-with-
others/effective-communication/ 

• http://www.helpguide.org/mental/effective_communication_skills.htm 

• http://www.trainingfolks.com/blog/bid/307362/Training-Consultants-Effective-
Communication-Part-2  

• Time to think, Listening to ignite the human mind. Nancy Kline, 1999 

• Thinking fast and slow. Daniel Kahneman, 2011 

• Blink, the power of thinking without thinking. Malcolm Gladwell, 2006 
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