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List of Emotions 
 

AFRAID                                                                    MISCELLANEOUS EMOTIONS 

Afraid                                                                         Bashful 
Anxious/Worried                                                        Bored 
Cautious                                                                    Disgusted/Grossed out 
Frightened                                                                  Embarrassed/Sheepish 
Terrified                                                                      Guilty 
Uncertain                                                                   Hopeful 

                                                                     Indifferent 
ANGRY                                                                      Innocent 
Angry                                                                         Jealous/ Envious 
Enraged                                                                      Love struck 
Exasperated                                                                Pleading 
Frustrated                                                                  Self-conscious 
Irritated                                                                      Shocked 
                                                                                  Shy 
CONFIDENT                                                
Confident                                                                   MENTAL STATE OF BEING 
Courageous                                                                Arrogant/Vain 
Optimistic                                                                  Bored 
Smug                                                                          Concentrating 
                                                                                  Determined 
CONFUSED                                                              Disapproving 
Confused                                                                   Disbelieving 
Perplexed                                                                   Mischievous 
Puzzled                                                                      Stubborn 
                                                                                  Thoughtful 
CURIOUS                                                                                             
Curious                                                                      PHYSICAL STATE OF BEING 
Fascinated                                                                  Cold 
Interested                                                                  Exhausted 
                                                                                  Hot 
HAPPY                                                                Miserable 

Amused                                                                      Nauseated/Ill 
Blissful                                                                       Relaxed 
Contented                                                                  Sleepy 
Ecstatic                                                                       
Enthusiastic                                                               SAD 
Excited                                                                       Depressed 
Happy                                                                  Disappointed 

Proud                                                                         Grieving 
Relieved                                                                      Hurt 
Satisfied                                                                      Lonely 
Silly                                                                            Sorry 
                                                                        Sad 
 
 
 
(From Navigating the Social World, Program 2.) 
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Student Handout  

 

THE SECRET LANGUAGE 

 

You probably know that people talk to other people with words.  But have you ever noticed 

that people also “talk” with their faces (especially their eyes), their bodies, and their tone of 

voice?  This type of talk is like a secret language.  In this language, people give important 

messages with the expressions on their faces, the ways they hold or move their bodies, and 

the way their voices sound.  Believe it or not, these messages are just as important as the 

words we use when we talk!  In fact, we can totally change the meaning of words just by 

changing our tone of voice, the way we hold our body, or the expression on our face as we 

speak.  For example, consider the following story: 

There once was a boy named Peter who had a big sister named Jane, a lazy cat 

named Hairball, and a fat dog named Toothpick.  Peter and Jane loved to eat fish and 

chips.  They were thrilled one day when Mom decided to prepare her delicious, 

homemade fish and chips for dinner.  That evening, Peter and Jane were helping to 

put dinner on the table, when Peter accidentally stumbled over Hairball, who was 

lying in the middle of the kitchen floor.  Unfortunately, Peter was carrying the platter 

of fish and chips, which went flying across the room, landing squarely in front of 

Toothpick.  In a flash Toothpick gobbled up all of the tasty fish and chips, leaving 

none for the family’s dinner.  At this, Jane looked over at Peter and said, “Good job, 

Peter!” 

Did Peter think that Jane was complimenting him for tripping and letting Toothpick eat the 

fish and chips?  The answer is no!  Peter knew right away that Jane was really upset, and 

that her words actually meant “bad job,” not “good job.”  How did Peter know this?  Well, 

first of all, Peter heard Jane’s angry and sarcastic tone of voice and saw her clenched fists, 

scrunched up eyebrows, and down-turned mouth.                     (continued) 
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 These were nonverbal clues that Jane was angry.  Peter also knew that Jane loved fish and 

chips and therefore would be upset to lose her dinner.  This was a contextual clue that 

helped Peter figure out that Jane probably was upset over losing her chance to eat Mom’s 

fish and chips. 

 

Some people seem to understand these types of clues easily.  Other people need help to 

understand them.  But one thing is for sure – a person needs to know how to figure out 

these clues in order to make sense of other people’s words and actions.  As a matter of 

fact, some people who have trouble doing this say that they feel like they live on another 

planet where everyone around them speaks a strange, secret language with their eyes and 

bodies, and that they understand only half of what these strange beings are trying to say!   

 

If you have ever felt this way, help is on the way.  This program will help you understand 

how people’s facial expressions and body language can change the meaning of their words.  

You will get lots of practice using facial expression and body language “clues” to help 

figure out what other people may be feeling and thinking.  This will help you learn to 

predict how other people might react to your words and actions, and what they are going 

to do next.  If this sounds like it might be helpful, then it’s time to get started on this 

program!  Have fun! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 8.) 
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(From Navigating the Social World, Program 8.) 
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EMOTIONS AND FACIAL EXPRESSIONS continued 

 
(From Navigating the Social World, Program 8.) 
Graphics and layout by Dane Wilson.  Artwork by Donna Burton. 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 

 
RULES FOR HELLO AND GOOD-BYE 

 
1.  Always start a conversation with a greeting. 
    (This is not necessary if you have already greeted the other person.) 

 
2.  Always end a conversation with an appropriate form of good-bye. 
 
3.  Choose the right type of hello or good-bye. 
 

The words that people use to say hello or good-bye are different, depending on the 
type of person they are talking to.  In this program, we divide people into four 
categories:  familiar adults, not-familiar adults, familiar kids and not-familiar kids. 

 
4.  Use good nonverbal signals: 
 

! face the other person 
! stand or sit up straight 
! make eye contact 
! smile  (Exception:  on certain serious occasions people do not smile when saying 

hello or good-bye.) 
 
5.  Use a good handshake style. 
 

Sometimes when people greet or say good-bye to each other, they also shake hands.  
If you are not sure whether or not to shake hands, it is usually best to shake only if 
the other person offers his or her hand.  (Men and teenage boys shake hands more 
often than do women and girls.)   
 
When you do shake hands, try to: 

! Grip the other person’s hand firmly, but not too hard. 
! Give two short shakes, and then let go. 
! Make eye contact. 
! Smile.  (See exception in Step 4.) 

 
 
 
(From Navigating the Social World, Program 9.) 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
 

PATHS to Starting Conversations 

(Remember this mnemonic when you are about to start a conversation.) 
 

Prepare ahead:  keep “fact files” with important facts about the people you know.  Most people who are good at 
conversations keep track of facts they know about other people.  They use these facts in their conversations with 
the other person to: 1) use as conversational topics that will interest the other person, and 2) show the other 
person that they care about him or her.  Start by keeping fact files on index cards.  Write the name and personal 
facts such as birth date, family members, favorite color and favorite school subject, on one side, and interests, 
such as soccer, science fiction reading and computer games on the other side.  Later on, you might want to keep 
invisible “files” in your head. 

 
Ask yourself what you are going to say and how you are going to say it before you start talking.  (You will be making 

a list of examples of conversation starters in Step 2.)  Try to chose topics that: 
 

1.  Compliment the other person (compliments on appearance and achievements often work well with people you 
don’t know well). 

2.  Show that you are interested in the other person by asking about a subject that is important to him even if it 

is not important to you (check your fact file).  
3.  Give information that the other person needs to know or ask for information that you need to know. 
4.  Offer or ask for help (see Program 10 for more help with this topic). 
  

Time it right.  Make sure that it looks like a good time to start a conversation with the other person. 
 

 Some not so great times to start a conversation are when the other person is: 
 

1.  Having a private conversation with someone else (their voices are low and they are standing or sitting close 
together), or when he or she is in the middle of a phone conversation. 

2. In a rush (walking fast, keeps his words very brief, looks at watch or tells you that he is on his way to 
somewhere). 

3.  Involved in an activity that requires his or her full attention (for example, reading, watching a movie, counting, 
working on a computer, etc.).  

 

*Exceptions:  true emergencies or an urgent need to give or get information  (such as telling Mom that she has a 
long-distance call waiting). 

 
Hello.  Start with a hello unless you have already greeted the other person (see Program 4 on Hellos and Good-byes). 

 
Signals.  Give good nonverbal signals: 

1.  smile (unless you are talking about a serious or sad subject) 
2.  keep your body turned toward the other person 
3.  use a friendly tone of voice 
4.  use eye contact to: 

! show the other person you are going to speak 
! show the other person you are interested and listening to him/her 
! check the other person’s reaction to what you are saying 
! emphasize a point 
! close the conversation later on 

 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 10.) 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
 

Making SENSE in Conversations 

 

Space 

 

Remember personal space.  Stand or sit at arm’s length from the other person.  Exceptions:  You 
may sit or stand closer if the other person is a close relation, like a mom, dad, husband, wife, 
etc.  Also, you may need to sit or stand closer in crowded conditions, such as on a crowded bus, 
etc. 

 

Eye contact 
 

Make eye contact intermittently throughout the conversation, and especially: 
! when you or the other person is beginning to speak or is ending a conversation. 
! to emphasize or acknowledge an important point. 
! to check the other person’s reaction to your words (check for nonverbal clues to the other 
      person’s reaction, such as facial expression and body language clues).  

 

Nod 
 

People nod while listening to another person to show agreement, disagreement, understanding, 
or sympathy.  Nodding “yes” occasionally during a conversation shows other people that you 
understand or agree with what they are saying, or sympathize with how they feel.  Nodding 
“no” shows disagreement, and should be done with a gentle shake of the head, if done at all.  (In 
most cases, it is better to express disagreement using carefully chosen words.) 

  

Statements of encouragement 
 

Using the following kind of statements while listening to the other person will show that you 
care about what he or she is saying (note:  even if what the other person is talking about is not 
one of your favorite subjects, he will think better of you if you take the time to listen to him 
carefully and make encouraging statements): 
 

Hmmm. Uh-huh.  I see.  Cool!  That must have been funny (or scary, awful, etc.). 
 

Expression 
 

Check the expression on your face.  When listening, you usually will appear friendly and 
sympathetic if you smile from time to time during “small talk”.  Alternatively, you can convey 
surprise, disappointment, excitement, and countless other reactions to the speaker’s words by 
using the corresponding facial expression.  Also, remember to turn your body toward the other 
person during a conversation. 

 
(From Navigating the Social World, Program 11.) 
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STUDENT HANDOUT  (Handout #1) 

CONVERSATIONAL MANNERS 

1. Take turns talking. 

      Make sure you give the other person plenty of chances to talk. 

2. Make comments and ask questions to show the other person you are interested. 

! Use comments like:  “Cool.”  “Wow.”  “Then what happened?”  “Uh huh.”  
“Really?”  “I know what that feels like.” 

! Time the comment or question well (when the speaker pauses for a moment).  

3. Topics: 
 
A) Stay on topic until the other person has had enough time to finish talking about 

his subject. 
 

B) Change topics: 
 
! When there is a pause in the conversation. 
! By linking the new topic to the old topic if possible.  Use words like: 

 
“Speaking of . . .” (“Speaking of food, I had the best lunch yesterday!”) 
“By the way . . .”  (By the way, I saw Dave last week.”) 
“Oh, guess what!”  (Oh, guess what!  I got a new computer program.”) 
“Did you hear?”  (“Did you hear?  We’re all going on a field trip next week.”) 
“That reminds me . . .”  (“That reminds me.  Did you finish the book yet?) 

4. Voice:  Tone and Volume 

Check to make sure that your volume and tone of voice fit the situation.  (See 
Program 12 for more help.  )  Lots of practice will help with this one! 
 
*  If you like to use silly sayings to remember things, try this one for 
conversational manners:  Tricky Micky Tickled Vicky  (for Take turns, Make 
comments, Topics, and Voice).  

 

277 

 
(From Navigating the Social World, Program 13.) 



SECTION ONE NAVIGATING THE SOCIAL WORLD 

278 

STUDENT HANDOUT-Advanced Version  (Handout #2) 

CONVERSATIONAL MANNERS 

 

1.  Turn-taking 

      A conversation is like a tennis game (only it moves slower).  The chance to speak 
moves back and forth between the speakers in a conversation in the same way the ball 
moves back and forth between the players in a tennis match.  If one player caught and 
held on to the ball, it would make for a very dull and frustrating game for the other 
player.  Likewise, if one person does nearly all of the talking in a conversation, the 
other person may become bored and irritated.  Each speaker in a conversation needs a 
chance to share his or her thoughts, feelings, or opinions.  If people do not get this 
chance, it can make them feel frustrated with, and not valued by the other person. 

2.  Making Interjections 
 

An interjection is a brief comment or question made by the listener during a pause in 
the other person’s talking.  If made in the right way, an interjection will show the 
other person that you are listening to him and that you care about what he is saying.  
To make a friendly interjection, do these three things:  1) time it for when the speaker 
pauses briefly, 2) keep it short, and 3) make sure the interjection is related to the 
current topic.*  Here are some words that people often use as supportive interjections: 
 

Cool; Wow; Then what happened?;  Uh-huh;  Hmm;  Really?;  I know what that feels like;  
and I can’t imagine how that must feel. 
 

*When an interjection cuts into another person’s words, it is called an interruption.  
Interrupting another person’s words, or making long interjections may cause that 
person to think that you do not care about what he is saying and that you are not 
acting in a friendly way. 
 

 3.  Topics 
 

Staying on topic 

“Staying on topic” means continuing to talk about a topic until both speakers are 
finished saying what they want to say about that subject, or until a reasonable 
amount of time has been spent on that topic.  If a person abruptly introduces a new 
topic before the previous topic is finished, listeners 1) may not be able to switch their 
attention quickly enough, and may therefore become confused by the new topic, or 2) 
may feel offended because they think the other person does not care about the topic 
that they brought up.     

 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 13.) 
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Recognizing when the other person has finished what he wants to say about a given topic 
can be tricky.  It helps to realize that sometimes people bring up topics that are very 

important to them, and other times they bring up topics that are not as important to them.  
When two people talk about something that is not of great importance to them, this is 
called small talk.  In our culture, making small talk serves to help people feel more 
comfortable with the other person and allows for the exchange of information.  If you are 
acquainted with the other person, check your memory for information about what is 
important to him.  This can help you decide if this is a topic of interest to him or simply 
small talk.  (Refer to Initiating Conversations on page 94 for information on keeping “fact 

files” to help you remember facts about other people.)  Also, check the other person’s 
nonverbal and tone of voice clues.  For example, if the person has an excited, sad, or 
upset facial expression, the subject probably is important to him.  If, however, he has a 
neutral or bored expression or tone of voice, the topic probably is less important to him.  

      In general, if the other person brings up a topic that clearly is important to him, then you 
will need to spend more time on that topic than if he brings up a subject that is intended 
simply to fill silent periods in the conversation.  If the topic is being used as small talk, 
people often share only two or three comments or questions about the topic (although 
more is acceptable).  However, if the topic is important to the other person (i.e. it is a 
special interest to him, or he is excited or upset about the topic), then he generally will 
feel better about the conversation if you follow-up with several questions, comments, 
and statements of encouragement. 

 
Making Topic Transitions (Changing topics) 

A topic transition is a change from one topic to another within a conversation.  Here are 
some rules for making successful transitions:  

a) Time transition right. 

If the other person is talking about something important to him, give him enough time to 
finish talking about it.  When possible, let him be the one to change the topic.  If, for 
some reason, you need to change the subject sooner, wait for a pause in the talking 
before you change topics.  Likewise, if the other person is making small talk (see #2), 
you may change the topic during a pause, but first respond with at least one or two 
related comments or questions. 

b) Link the new topic to the previous topic if possible. 
 

Look for a way to relate the new topic to the old one.  For example, if the first topic is 
about your friend’s dog, you might choose to bring up the related topic of the dog show 
you just attended. 
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c) Use transition phrases. 

These are phrases that let the other person know that you are about to introduce a new 
topic.  A transition phrase can help link a new but related topic to the previous topic.  
For instance, in the above example, you might use the phrase “speaking of dogs . . . ”  (“I 
went to a dog show the other day,” or “I am looking for a new dog” . . . etc.). 
 
Another type of transition phrase lets the other person know that you are going to 
change to an unrelated topic.  An example of this type of transition phrase is to use the 
words “to change the subject”. . . (for example: “To change the subject, I started classes 

yesterday,” or “To change the subject, how is your mother doing?”). 

 
Using Good Volume Control and Tone of Voice   
 

Using the right volume in a conversation can make a big difference in how the other 
person accepts your words.  When people speak too quietly, other people may not be 
able to hear what they are saying.  On the other hand, speaking too loudly is likely to 
unnerve or irritate the listener.  Good volume control means speaking at, but not above, 
a volume that allows listeners to hear the words clearly.  You will have plenty of 
chances to practice the skill of volume control in this program. 
 
Program 12 talks about how a simple change in tone of voice can completely change the 
meaning of the words spoken.  In the same way that you interpret other people’s words 
according to their tone of voice, other people will interpret your words according to your 

tone of voice.  For example, when you are having a friendly or interesting chat, it usually 
works well to use a “neutral” or “friendly” tone of voice.  In contrast, if you are upset 
about something, using an overly intense tone of voice can cause listeners to react 
negatively, or to stop listening to you altogether.  (For more help with dealing with 
conflicts, see Program 18, “Resolving Conflicts” on page 182.) 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
 

RULES FOR MAKING INTRODUCTIONS 

 
 
Have you ever felt like you did not know what to say when meeting someone new or when 
introducing other people?  If you have, this program is for you.  It will help you learn how to 
make great introductions!   

  
Rule one:  Check your timing.   
 

If a person is already talking to someone else, wait for a pause in the conversation or 
for the end of the conversation before speaking. 

 

Rule two:  Choose the right type of words for the introduction. 
    

The words used in an introduction are different for different types of people.  For 
instance, you would use one set of words for introducing your teacher to your mom, 
and another set of words for introducing your friend to your little brother.  When 
introducing your teacher to your mother, you might say: “Mom, I’d like you to meet 
my teacher, Mrs. Wagner.  Mrs. Wagner, this is my mother, Mrs. Jensen.”  This is 
formal compared to the words you might use when introducing your friend to your 
younger brother:  “Jim, this is my little brother, Dave.  Dave, this is Jim.”   

 
Rule three:  Give good nonverbal signals. 

 

! face the other person 
! stand or sit up straight 
! make eye contact 
! smile 

 
Rule four:  Use a good handshake style. 
 

! Grip the other person’s hand firmly, but do not overpower him or her. 
! Shake hands for two shakes.  (Avoid handshakes if you are not certain that the 

other person is a safe person to be physically close to.  See Program 15, Public vs. 

Private, page 143 for more help with this topic.) 
! In general, men and teenage boys shake hands during introductions.  This is 

optional for women and girls. 
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STUDENT HANDOUT 

OFFERING HELP 
 

Offering to help someone can be a great thing to do.  Many people like to offer to help others when they 

need it.  People usually feel good about themselves when they help someone else.  The person who is helped 

usually feels friendly toward the helper, too.  Helping someone is good for both people.  Here are some hints 

about how to offer help: 

 

1) Look for chances to help. 

People usually are most helpful when they look for chances to help.  For example, John was very good at using 

computers.  He knew that Sam often had problems with computer assignments.  John glanced over at Sam 

during computer class from time to time to see if he could use some help.  One time he saw Sam looking 

frustrated and confused.  John knew this would be a good time to offer help. 

 

2) Ask first. 

Most people like to be asked if they could use some help before being helped.  This is because sometimes 

people don’t want help.  They want to do it by themselves.  In these cases, the other person normally will tell 

you that he doesn’t want help.  If this happens, it usually works well to say “okay” in a pleasant tone of voice, 

and let him finish the activity by himself.  For example, Ken saw his sister trying to replace a tire on her 

bike.  He asked her if she could use some help.  When she said, “No thanks, not right now,” Ken said, “Okay,” 

and walked away.  Ken’s sister felt friendly toward him because he respected her wishes and let her work on 

the bike by herself. 

 

3) Wait for a pause in the conversation to offer help. 

The other person usually appreciates it when the helper waits for a pause in the conversation before 

offering to help.  For example, Helen (who knew a lot about science) noticed that Sarah and Kim were having 

trouble with their science project.  Helen waited for a pause in their conversation, and then said, “Can I help 

you with your project?”  Because Helen waited for a good time to speak, Sarah and Kim were able to listen 

to, and appreciate her offer of help. 

 

4) Use a friendly and respectful tone of voice. 

People appreciate offers of help that are made in a friendly and respectful tone of voice.  (Ask your teacher 

or a friend to help you with good vs. not-so-good tones of voice when offering help.) 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 16.) 
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NEWS BRIEF:  

OFFERING HELP A BIG SUCCESS 

 

A recent survey by a prominent polling firm 

indicates that offering to help another person 

benefits both the person offering help and the 

person who is offered help.  Most people who 

received offers of help reported having friendly 

thoughts toward the person who had offered 

them aid.  Likewise, individuals who had offered 

to help someone reported feeling both happier 

with themselves, and more friendly toward the 

person they had helped.  The surveyors also 

found that offers of aid improved existing 

friendships, and sometimes even helped to start 

new friendships. 

 
Further questioning of the respondents revealed 

some helpful ideas on how and when to offer 

help: 

1. In most cases, it is best to ask if the other 

person could use some help before 

starting to help.  One interviewee stated, 

“If you start right in helping, without 

asking first, the other person may be 

alarmed if your help was unexpected, or 

resent your assistance if he or she does 

not want your help at that moment.” 

         However, another respondent gave                      

this exception: “In emergencies where the 

other person could get badly hurt or is so ill 

that he or she cannot communicate, and 

there is no one else already helping that 

person, you do not need to ask if you can 

help before giving aid.” 

2. Watch for opportunities to help.  One 

interviewee said, “If a person does not 

look for these opportunities he or she will 

rarely find them.” 

3. Check your timing.  If it is not an 

emergency, it is usually best to offer help 

when there is a pause in the conversation 

or activity.  Also, there are times when it 

is best to offer help in private.  Check 

with a helper if you are not sure whether 

it is one of these times. 

4.  When you offer help, it is best to do so 

willingly.  Both the helper and the one 

offered help usually end up feeling good 

about each other when the help is given 

freely and willingly.  The respondents 

unanimously agreed that the knowledge 

that they were needed, and the warm 

feelings they experienced after helping 

someone usually made the experience a 

very positive one. 

STUDENT HANDOUT 
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ASKING FOR HELP 

 

Asking for help when you need it is a wise thing to do.  First of all, if you don’t ask for help, other 
people might not know that you need help.  Also, people usually are glad to help if you ask them to.  
As a matter of fact, being asked for help often makes the other person feel good about himself and 
good about you, too!  People often feel closer to someone they have helped and may admire that 
person for having enough confidence and intelligence to ask for help.  Lastly, when you get the help 
you need, you will finish the job more easily and a whole lot sooner!  Here are some ideas about 
how to ask for help. 
 
1.  First, try to figure out the answer for yourself. 
 

      When possible, spend a little time trying to find the answer on your own.  For example, Justin 
was having trouble doing a math problem.  Before he asked for help, he went back and reread 
the explanation in his math book, and was able to solve the problem without help.  Another 
student, Keith, was not sure how to make an outline for his history report.  After fifteen 
minutes he still had no idea how to start and wisely decided to ask his teacher for help.  After 
she helped him, Keith was able to finish the outline in twenty minutes.  Brad, on the other 
hand, did not understand his English assignment but sat through almost the entire class before 
asking his teacher for help.  By this time, he was so frustrated and upset that he could not focus 
on what the teacher was saying and left class without understanding the assignment. 

 
2.  Decide who and when to ask for help. 
 

       Before asking for help, it is best to spend a minute or two deciding who is the best person to ask, and 
then wait for a good time to ask your question.  If possible, make a list in advance of the people you can 
ask for help in different situations.  It is usually best to choose someone you trust and who knows about 
the subject you need help with.  Usually you will be okay asking a trusted friend, family member, teacher, 
or aide for help.  In other cases, someone like a counselor, police officer, doctor, nurse, or clerk may be 
the best person to ask for help.  Check with a parent or mentor to decide which people to ask for help in 
different situations.  For example, Jim sometimes did not ask for help when he needed it because he did 
not know whom to ask.  So with his counselor’s help, Jim made up a list of different people he could ask 
for help in different situations.  He decided that he would ask one of his classmates, Ted or Rick, for help 
in math class.  If they were unable to help, then he would ask the teacher.  He also listed Mrs. Hardy, the 
playground aide, and Mr. Simpson, the vice principal, to ask for help during lunch period, and so on.  Then 
Jim reminded himself to wait for a pause in the conversation or activity before asking for help.  (The 
exception to this rule was that if someone was in danger, it was okay to interrupt to ask for help!) 

 
3.  Practice how you will ask for help before you do it. 
 

      Spend a minute silently practicing the words and tone of voice you will use when you ask for help.  For 
example, Jennifer had trouble getting the words out right when she needed to ask for help.  Then her 
mom suggested saying the words to herself beforehand.  Jennifer tried this and found (to her relief!) that 
asking for help went a lot smoother from then on. 
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NEWS BRIEF:  

ASKING FOR HELP MAKES LIFE 

EASIER 

 

In a study released late yesterday, researchers on 

the campuses of U. Noaskitt and U. Nogetitt 

found that people who asked for help at 

appropriate times tended to suffer less anxiety 

and confusion than those who did not.  Of the 

people studied, those who asked for help when 

they needed it rated their lives as being 

significantly easier than those who rarely or never 

asked for help.  When asked why some people 

avoid asking for help, Dr. Sol Eution stated that 

sometimes people do not know what words to 

use, or when and whom to ask for help.  He 

added that sometimes people are afraid that 

others might think they are less intelligent if they 

ask for help.  Nothing could be further from the 

truth, however, according to Dr. Eution.  In his 

words, “Our study shows that people admire 

individuals who ask for help when necessary.”   

The study also revealed some ideas to help people 

determine how and when to ask for help.  943 

participants judged by an independent panel to 

have the best help-seeking skills were asked for 

their advice on requesting help.  Here are the 

results. 

 

1. Before asking for help, it is a good idea to 

spend a few minutes trying to figure out the 

answer for yourself.  This may entail looking 

for the answer in a book, for example.  

However, study participants advised the 

reader to not wait to request help until he or 

she is stressed or desperate.  Participants 

unanimously agreed that when they waited 

to request help until they were stressed, they 

were often too frustrated to understand the 

response.  (They also advised the reader to 

not wait to ask for help in emergencies when 

someone could get badly hurt or become 

seriously ill.) 
 

2.  Decide whom to ask for help.  Participants 

recommended spending a few minutes 

deciding who is the best person to ask for 

help.  Their recommendation: try to pick 

someone who you know is knowledgeable 

about the subject, and be sure that he or she 

is someone that you can trust (for example, a 

trusted friend, family member, teacher or 

aide, or in some cases a police officer, shop 

keeper, etc.)  Check with a family member, 

teacher, or aide for help determining people 

you can ask for help in different types of 

situations. 
 

3.    Check the timing.  Participants suggested 

that if the person you plan to ask for help is 

busy, wait until there is a pause in the 

conversation or activity.  (Exception:  do not 

wait to request help in cases where someone 

could get harmed or become seriously ill!)   
 

4.    Practice the words you will use before asking 

for help.  Study participants said that they 

found asking for help to be much easier when 

they had practiced the words that they would 

use before requesting help.  Dr. Eution added, 

“don’t forget to use good eye contact and 

tone of voice.” 

STUDENT HANDOUT 
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FOUR TYPES OF COMPLIMENTS* 
 

1.  Personality or Character Compliments 

Personality and character compliments are positive statements about a person’s general 

personality or character traits.  (For example, “You are such a helpful person!”)  Because they 

require in-depth knowledge of the recipient, these compliments usually are reserved for family 

members or friends.  
 

2.  Skills, Talents, and Achievements Compliments 

This type of compliment is a positive statement about a person’s skills, talents, achievements, 

or hard work.  For example, “Wow, you got a really high score on that Play Station game!”  

These compliments can be paid to family members and friends.  Also, they sometimes work 

with people with whom one is not acquainted, but in such cases one must be sure to state 

how he or she knows this information about the other person.  For example, “I saw you play 

soccer at the match.  You are a great goalie!”   
 

3.  Appearance Compliments 

Appearance compliments are positive statements about the way someone looks, or about their 

clothes or accessories.  For example, “Your new haircut looks good!”  Because they do not 

require detailed knowledge of the recipient, these compliments often are appropriate for 

acquaintances as well for family members and friends.   
 

4.  Secondary Compliments 

Secondary compliments make a positive statement about a person, place, or thing connected to 

the person being complimented.  For example, “Your golden retriever is beautiful,” or  “You 

have great kids!” or “Your garden is lovely.”  This type of compliment requires the least amount 

of familiarity with the recipient, and therefore works well with most categories of people, 

including those whom you have not previously met. 

 

 

 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 17.) *With the exception of secondary compliments, the items on 
this list were adapted with permission from:  Gray’s Guide to Compliments:  A Social Workbook.  Gray, Carol.  
Jenison Public Schools, MI.  1999 
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HELPFUL HINTS ABOUT COMPLIMENTS
*
 

 

1.   While people usually pay compliments with their words, people also can give silent compliments 

by using facial expressions such as a special smile, or body signals such as a “thumbs up.” 

 

2.   Compliments can be so powerful that they can change the way the other person thinks of 

himself, or change the way he does things.  For example, a person who has been complimented 

for his or her smile may feel friendlier, and respond by smiling at others more frequently. 

 

3.   Some compliments give information that is already known.  In these cases, the person giving the 

compliment tells the recipient something good about himself that he already knows.  For 

example, John might say to Steve, “Steve, you are so talented on the computer!”  Even though 

Steve already knows that his computer skills are good, he still likes to know that John notices 

how good he is on the computer.  John’s positive comment about Steve’s computer skills makes 

Steve feel valued and recognized by John.  As a result, Steve feels friendlier toward John. 

  

4.   True compliments are sincere.  Carol Gray states, “sincerity . . . means that what a person is 

thinking and saying is the same thing.”  In other words, if a person says something nice about 

another person, but doesn’t mean what he says, this is not a true compliment.  More often than 

not, the other person will know that the words are not sincere, and may feel angry, hurt, or 

distrusting as a result.  [People often know when someone is not sincere from the context of 

the situation, or from the nonverbal signals (tone of voice, body language, and facial expression) 

given by the person making the compliment.] 

 
 

(continued) 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 17.)  ∗ This list has been adapted with permission from:  Gray’s 
Guide to Compliments:  A Social Workbook.  Gray, Carol.  Jenison Public Schools.  Michigan.  1999 
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5.   How often one should compliment depends on the category of person being complimented.  

Complimenting too often can lead the other person to feel that the compliments are insincere. 

Complimenting a loved one or close friend too infrequently may cause the person to feel that 

he or she is unimportant to that person.  Carol Gray suggests that it is good to compliment a 

loved one or close friend 1 – 5 times a day, a co-worker who is a friend 1 – 2 times a week, a 

co-worker who is not a friend 0 – 1 times/week, and a friend 1 – 3 times /week. 

 

6.  A compliment and the recipient’s response can constitute the entire exchange between two 

people.  Compliments also can open a conversation or start a new topic within a conversation.  

Appearance and secondary compliments can work especially well as conversation starters 

because they do not require in-depth knowledge about the other person.  For example, a 

person could open a conversation with someone he or she has never met by saying, “Your dog 

is beautiful.  How old is she?” or “That’s a great hat.  Where did you get it?” 

 

 

A WORD ABOUT RESPONDING TO COMPLIMENTS 

 

Always remember to acknowledge a compliment paid to you.  This usually can be done with a 

smile and a thank you.  This lets the other person know that you heard them, and that you 

appreciate the compliment.  Sometimes, it works well to add an extra sentence to the “thank 

you.”  For example, in response to “Wow, you scored really high on that Play Station game,” you 

might say  “Thanks.  I’ve been working really hard on this game!”  Sometimes an additional 

comment like this can start a further conversation.  For example, the other person might respond 

to this last comment with  “I can tell you have put a lot of work into your game.  Have you played 

for long?”  As you can see, the two people now have something more to talk about, and they can 

choose to continue with a much longer conversation if they want to. 
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GUIDELINES for 

DEALING WITH CONFLICT 

 

 
 

Some Simple Rules For Handling Conflict 

In a More Positive Way 
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Step One:  Can Arguments Be Good? 

 

Everyone has arguments and disagreements with other people from time to time.  

Sometimes we argue because one of us has made a mistake that hurt someone 

else.  Other times we disagree because we have different opinions about what is 

right and wrong.  And sometimes we simply misunderstand the facts, or we 

misinterpret the other person’s actions, words, or intentions.  One thing is for 

sure, though—disagreements and arguments are a fact of life.  We all have them. 

 

However, arguments and disagreements are not always bad.  Believe it or not, 

there is such a thing as a good argument.  It is an argument where the people 

involved try really hard not to worry too much about proving that they are right.  

Instead, they try to better understand each other’s actions and words so that 

afterward their relationship will be as strong, or even a little stronger than it was 

before.  This handout explains some things that people can do to understand each 

other better when they disagree and to make their arguments good arguments. 
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Step Two:  Write It Down. 

 

A.  Journals 

 

People sometimes find it helpful to take time out from a conflict to write about their 

feelings in a journal, before continuing to talk with the other person (both computer 

and book journals work well).  This gives them time to “cool off” and figure out 

what their feelings are, how strong those feelings are, and what events might have led 

to the emotions.  Also, it allows them time to use what they know about the other 

person to help figure out his intentions.  Furthermore, by first writing his thoughts 

and feelings down in a journal, a person can practice what to say to the other 

person.  Also, after writing in the journal, it can be very helpful to share the 

information in the journal with a trusted friend or family member to get their 

feedback and suggestions before talking to the other person in the conflict. 

 

B.  Notes or Letters 

 

Next time you have an argument with someone, consider taking time out from the 

argument to write down your feelings and thoughts in a letter or note to the other 

person.  Whenever possible, show the letter to a helper or a mentor to get feedback 

before sending it.  (A mentor often can understand both sides of an argument more 

clearly than can the people directly involved in the disagreement, and may be able to 

offer invaluable advice about how best to approach the other person.)  Also, reading 

about your thoughts and feelings in your note or letter gives the other person time 

to think about his own feelings and thoughts and how best to reply.  When people 

have enough time to consider these things in advance, they often are able to calm 

down and think more clearly about how to talk with each other.  They are less apt 

to say something that they might regret in the future.  To make sure that you have 
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not said something that you later will be sorry for, it is often a good idea to wait a 

while (a few hours or a day or two) before sending the letter or note.  After you 

have shared your thoughts and emotions in writing, it can be a lot easier to talk 

things over in person later on. 

 

C.  Comic Strip Conversations 

 

Another excellent way to express your thoughts and feelings in writing is to use a 

technique called Comic Strip Conversations.  You can use a Comic Strip 

Conversation to show what happened during an event that upset or confused you.  

First, draw stick figures to represent all of the people involved, and then add word 

and thought bubbles to show everyone’s words and thoughts.  You also can show 

what you think everyone was feeling by coloring their words and thoughts different 

colors for different feelings.  You can do this activity with the person or people 

involved in the event, or you can draw the comic strips with a mentor who can help 

you figure out what went wrong and what to do next.  This is a great way to “slow 

things down” and give you time to think about everyone’s thoughts, feelings and 

intentions.  It is also an excellent way to try out some possible solutions on paper 

to help you decide the best way to work things out.   

 

For example, Mark loved to help people but he could not understand why he often 

got in trouble for helping.  His mom had always taught him that it is important to 

help others.  One time, Mark saw his brother trying to fix his broken bicycle.  Mark, 

who was good at fixing things, went over to his brother, grabbed the wrench out of 

his hand and said, “Here, let me do it.  You’re doing it all wrong.”  Mark was 

surprised and hurt when his brother, instead of thanking him, yelled at him.  Mark’s 

mom suggested that Mark and his brother draw a Comic Strip Conversation with her 

help.  In the drawing, Mark and his brother drew stick figures of themselves to show 
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they added word bubbles to show what words each boy had said.  Each boy wrote 

the words in different colors to show how he felt during the episode.  (Mark chose 

red for angry, orange for confused, and so on.)  Finally, both boys added thought 

bubbles to show what they were thinking during the episode.  Mark was very 

surprised when his brother wrote down “I wish Mark wouldn’t barge in on me 

every time I try to fix something.  I want to do it myself!”  This helped Mark 

understand that instead of always appreciating his help, sometimes his brother 

wanted to do things on his own.  After this, with the help of his mom and brother, 

Mark was able to draw a new Comic Strip Conversation that showed how he might 

handle the situation the next time someone looked like they needed help.  In this 

comic strip, Mark drew himself standing a little distance away from this brother 

and asking, “Can I help you?”  His brother wrote in the response, “Thanks for 

asking, but I want to try it myself.”  His thought bubble said, “I’m glad that Mark 

asked me first before trying to help me!”  Since Mark learned better by seeing 

pictures and words, instead of listening to long explanations, he was able to see 

what had gone wrong and figure out a better way of doing it next time. (See the  

illustrations of both of these Comic Strip Conversations on pages 211-212 of 

Navigating the Social World.) 
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Step Three:  Talk It Over With a Third Person. 

 

It can be a great help to take time out of an argument to discuss the problem with 

a mentor who is not involved with the conflict (for example, a trusted family 

member or close friend).  Many people find that this gives them a chance to figure 

out how they feel and how the other person may feel, and to plan what they want 

to say to the other person.  Talking things over with a mentor often helps a person 

work things out more smoothly when it comes time to resume talking with the 

other person. 

 

Here are five things to do when you discuss a conflict with an outside mentor:  

 

1)  Tell the mentor about the problem or conflict. 

2)  Discuss your feelings and thoughts about the conflict.  (This is a good time 

      to go over with your mentor any journal entries or letters you have written 

      to the other person.) 

3)  Ask for and listen to your mentor’s input. 

4)  Develop a plan for how to communicate with the other person. 

5)  Use your stress management techniques if you are stressed. 
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Step Four:  Use Good Discussion Techniques. 

 

Using good discussion techniques usually leads to a much better outcome in a 

dispute.  

 

Here are eight tips that many people have found helpful when discussing feelings 

and opinions with another person. 

 

1.  Take time to calm down before speaking. 

 

If you find yourself very angry with or hurt by another person, take a moment 

to use a relaxation technique to calm down before you speak, whether this 

occurs at the beginning or in the middle of the conversation.  For example, some 

people count to ten before talking.  Others briefly close their eyes and take 

three deep breaths, or picture themselves in a favorite place before they speak.  

It is helpful to practice these techniques regularly when you are not upset, as 

this will make it easier to use the techniques when you are upset.  (Review the 

skills you learned in Program 5, page 33, for more help.) 

 

2.   Organize your thoughts before you speak. 

 

If you need extra time to think things over, it often works to let the other 

person know this before trying to discuss the problem.  (The time you need to 

think things over may vary from a few minutes to a week or more, depending 

on the circumstances.)  While you think it over, ask yourself these three questions: 

 

1)  “What am I thinking and feeling?” 

2) “What level of that emotion am I feeling and does it match what I am 

      showing with my facial expression, body language and tone of voice?” 
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3)  “What is the other person thinking and feeling?”  

! Check non-verbal, contextual and tone of voice clues. 

! Compare how you have felt in similar situations. 

 

Take a moment to check the other person’s non-verbal clues—does she look 

angry, sad, worried, afraid, etc.?  What does her tone of voice tell you about 

what she is feeling?  Are there contextual clues, such as she is irritated because 

you just bumped into her?  Or she is worried because her school assignment is 

late?  (See Programs 8 and 12, on pages 71 and 109, respectively, for further help 

with recognizing nonverbal and tone of voice clues.)   

 

Compare how you have felt in similar situations.  Ask yourself if you have ever 

been in a similar situation – if so, how did you feel?  Often the other person is 

feeling the same way you felt when you were in that situation.  Thinking how 

you have felt in similar circumstances can give you more empathy (the ability to 

actually feel what the other person is feeling) for the other person.  The more 

empathy people have for one another, the easier it is to forgive each other’s 

mistakes and find a solution that is good for both people. 

 

3.  Listen to the other person. 

 

Most conflicts work out best if both people take turns listening to each other’s 

words.  Although it can be very difficult to really listen to the other person 

when you are upset with him, it is important to try your best to do so.  Here are 

three things that people often remind themselves to do when they need to listen 

to the other person: 
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1) For a few minutes try to stop thinking about your own feelings and what you 

want to say next.  

2) Focus on what the other person is saying. 

3) As mentioned above, try to understand what the other person is feeling by 

imagining how you might feel if you were the other person.   

 4. Try your hardest to find something that the other person is saying, that 

you can agree with, even if it is something little.  

 

(Most people need a lot of practice doing this before they learn to do it well.) 

 

5.   Avoid bringing up past gripes. 

 

It usually is much better to try to solve only the current conflict rather than 

trying to solve past problems at the same time.  Bringing up old grudges can lead 

other people to feel that you will never forgive them for past misdeeds, or that 

you think they are a bad person and that nothing they can do will change your 

opinion.  So, for example, instead of saying, “Last month you ruined my best 

sweater, and now you’ve ripped my shirt!” consider simply saying, “I’m angry 

because you ripped my shirt.”  

 

6.  Avoid the words “always” and “never” when talking about the other 

person’s faults. 

 

It is important to avoid the words “always” and “never” for a couple of reasons.  

First, most people don’t always do the same thing wrong or never do a certain 

thing right, so the “never” or “always” statement probably is incorrect and the 

other person therefore is likely to feel unjustly accused.  Second, being accused  
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of always doing something wrong can make the other person feel that he or she 

will never be able to meet your expectations, so why try to improve? 

In one example, Carla was upset because even though she was sure Jeff had 

heard her ask him a question, he failed to reply.  She knew that if she said, “You 

always ignore me!” or “You never listen to me!”  Jeff would quite logically think 

that he often did listen to her, and he might therefore become defensive and 

angry.  So, instead she said, “Sometimes you don’t answer me and it makes me 

feel like you aren’t listening.”  Jeff responded to this comment by explaining that 

sometimes he did not hear her because he was preoccupied with another 

thought.  He asked Carla to make sure she got his attention before asking a 

question.  Both Carla and Jeff understood each other better after this discussion, 

and the result was that their relationship actually improved after the argument. 

 

7.  Avoid accusations whenever you can. 

 

The end result of a conflict almost always will be better if the participants avoid 

making accusations, and instead ask for clarification and talk about how the 

other person’s actions make them feel. 

 

Ask for clarification. 

It is all too easy to accuse another person of something before we know if he 

actually did it, and if so, what his intentions were.  For example, it is better to 

ask, “Did you spill juice on my report?” and “Did you do that on purpose?” in 

a calm tone of voice rather than to shout, “You spilled juice on my report on 

purpose!”  Asking questions instead of accusing will help clarify whether the 

other person actually did spill the juice and whether it was intentional or an 

accident.  This, in turn, will help you decide what to say next.  
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Talk about how the other person’s actions make you feel. 

Instead of accusing, tell the other person how you feel about their actions.  

Start sentences with phrases like “That makes me feel like . . .” or “I feel 

bad about . . . ”  For example, say, “It makes me feel like you don’t care 

about me when you don’t return my phone calls,” instead of “You are not 

much of a friend.  You never even return my calls!”  Or, say, “I’m really 

upset about my ruined report.  I worked so hard on it,” instead of  “Look 

what you did to my report!  You always ruin everything!”  Or “I feel hurt 

and angry when you yell at me like that,” rather than yelling back, “All you 

do is yell!  You just want everything your way!” 

 

8.  Avoid calling names. 

 

As much as you might want to call the other person a “jerk” or an 

“idiot” (or some other unpleasant name), don’t.  Even though it might 

make you feel better momentarily to call the other person names, in the 

long run it will hurt your relationship with him or her. 
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Step Five:  Admit your mistakes and apologize for them. 

 

A.  Actively look for what you could have done better, admit it and then apologize. 

 

When you are feeling angry or hurt with someone, it can be very hard to stop and 

think about what you may have done to contribute to the problem.  However, 

admitting what you did wrong almost always helps to resolve the problem, and it 

is a true sign of maturity to be able to do so.  Although in some conflicts one 

person is completely wrong and the other blameless, it is much more common that 

both people “messed up” in one way or another.  When you are having an 

argument, try to think of at least one thing that you could have done better and 

admit it to the other person.  Then apologize.  This can help him admit that he 

could have done things better, too.  And, believe it or not, the other person is 

almost guaranteed to think more highly of you if you can admit to wrongdoing 

than if you act as if you are blameless. 

 

B.  Keep a list of ways to apologize in your head.  (You never know when you may 

need them!) 

 

Here are some examples of apologies that have worked well for many people.  

Notice that they are short and to the point.  Also notice that sometimes a simple 

“I’m sorry” works well, and other times it is good to add a sentence or two 

admitting what you did wrong.   

1)  “I’m sorry.” 

2)  “I’m sorry.  I really blew it.” 

3)  “I sure have been grouchy.  Please forgive me.” 

4)   “I was being careless when I broke your tape player.  I’m really sorry.” 
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 Note:  Avoid saying, “I’m sorry, but . . .” (and then adding an excuse or an accusation.)  

This is probably the most common cause of unsuccessful apologies! 

 

C.  Whenever possible, be the first to admit you did something wrong and the first 

to apologize. 

 

Try being the first to admit making a mistake and the first to apologize.  This is not to 

say that you should apologize without cause, but if you did do something wrong, 

admit it.  You might be surprised at how refreshing this can be.  In addition, someone 

has to be the first to apologize.  After all, if no one is willing to take the first turn, 

chances are that the conflict will never be resolved, which obviously is not good for 

the relationship. 

 

Note:  It is also possible to apologize too much.  If you find yourself apologizing for the 

same thing over and over, or saying, “I’m sorry,” multiple times during the day, be sure 

and discuss this with a trusted mentor or counselor. 

 

D. Show sincerity through your facial expression and tone of voice. 

 

Apologies are much more successful when they are sincere.  If you feel that you 

cannot apologize sincerely, it probably is better to tell the other person that you 

need to think things over before talking with her about it.  Then take a break 

(anywhere from a few minutes to a few days) to calm down and consider the 

situation.  If you wait to calm down, chances are that it will be much easier to see 

what you might have done better and to apologize.  When you do apologize, make 

sure that your words, facial expression, body language, and tone of voice convey 

sincerity.  Some people find it helpful to practice these with a helper or in front of a 

mirror before making the apology.  (Review Programs 11 and 12, pages 102 and 109, 

for more help using facial expression and tone of voice to communicate effectively.) 
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Step Six:  Make Up for Mistakes. 

 

Ask yourself if you need to make restitution (do something for the other person to 

make up for a mistake you made).  For example, if you have damaged something 

belonging to another person, it is important to offer to fix or replace it (and then 

follow through with this unless he or she insists that you do not need to).  Another 

example is to write a short apology note (or send an apology card) when you have 

made a mistake.  Sometimes adults even send flowers to the other person along 

with an apology note.  All of these actions can help the other person forgive the 

mistake more easily, and can help you feel better about yourself, too. 
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Words That Don’t Mean What They Are Supposed To Mean 

 
People use words in different ways.  Sometimes words mean just what you would expect.  Other 
times words mean something very different from their usual meaning.  When people use words to 
mean something different from their usual, or “literal” meaning, this is called non-literal speech.  
There are different types of non-literal speech—here are three that people often use. 

 
1.  Similes 
 

These are phrases that often use the word “like” or “as” to show that one thing is similar 
to another.  It usually is fairly easy to see how the two things are similar.  For example, 
“her hair is like spun gold” is a simile that means that the lady in question has hair that is 
a golden color and is shiny like gold.  (“Spun gold” means long strands of gold.) 

 
2.  Metaphors 

 

Metaphors are words or phrases that have two very different meanings.  One meaning is 
the expected, or “literal,” meaning of the individual words.  The other, non-literal meaning 
is something completely different from the expected meaning of the words.  In some 
metaphors there is a hidden similarity between the literal meaning and the non-literal 
meaning, but a person has to search for that similarity.  In other metaphors, there is no 
similarity at all between the two meanings.  Here are two examples. 
 
“I have a frog in my throat.” 

 

•    The expected, literal meaning of these words would be that the speaker has a 
small, four-legged creature (that hops and croaks) in her throat.  Imagine your 
aunt Martha announcing, “I have a frog in my throat!” and then picture a frog 
popping out of her mouth!  This should be quite a startling image (unless, of 
course, your aunt Martha likes to eat frogs).  When you are surprised or puzzled 
by the literal meaning of someone’s words, and the literal meaning simply does 
not fit the situation, this often is a clue that those words are being used as a 
metaphor.  In other words, they are being used in an unexpected, non-literal 

way. 
 

•    The unexpected, non-literal meaning of these words is that the speaker is hoarse.  
When someone is hoarse, his or her voice sounds “croaky.”  A frog sounds croaky, 
too, and so in this case there is a connection between the literal meaning and the 
non-literal meaning of the metaphor.  (Unfortunately, this is not always the case.  
Sometimes there is no similarity or connection between the literal and non-literal 
meanings of a metaphor.  These metaphors tend to be more difficult to interpret.)
                                                                                                (continued) 
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“I’m in a pickle.” 

 
•    The expected, literal meaning of these words is that the speaker is inside of a 

small, long, green vegetable that has been soaked in vinegar, garlic, and salt.  But, 
whoa—wait a minute, how could this be?  That would have to be one very small 
person or one extremely long pickle!  Besides, how many people do you know who 
could survive being soaked in vinegar, salt, and garlic?  (Well, okay, I admit there is 
my great uncle George, but he is an exception   . . .) 

 
•    The unexpected, non-literal meaning of these words is that the speaker is in a 

difficult or awkward situation.  For example, your mom says, “I’m in a real pickle—
I have to be at the dentist’s office and the bank at the same time.”  She certainly 
cannot mean that she is stuck inside a salty cucumber!  This gives you a clue that 
the literal meaning can’t be the right one!  Now, if you look, you might see a look 
of worry on your mom’s face.  (See Program 8, page 71 for more help with 

recognizing facial expressions.)  This gives you another clue—she might be telling 
you that she is worried.  You know from the context (she has to be two places at 
once) that she is in a difficult situation, so you might guess that she really means 
that she is worried because she is in a difficult situation.  If this is what you 
guessed, you are right!  (By the way, you can find a similarity between the literal 
meaning and the non-literal one here if you really look for it.  After all, being stuck 
inside a pickle would be a difficult situation!) 

 
3.  Ironic or sarcastic phrases 

 

These are phrases that mean the opposite of the normal meaning of the words.  For 
example, consider the following scene:  Mary is a girl who loves chocolate.  One evening, 
the family is having chocolate cake for dessert, but unfortunately Mary’s brother drops the 
chocolate cake on the floor.  Mary glares at him and says, “That was really good!”  What 
Mary really means is the opposite of what she said.  In other words, what she really 
means is “That was really bad!”  Mary has used sarcasm to show her brother that she is 
not happy with him for dropping her cake on the floor. 
 

•    The expected, literal meaning of the phrase “That was really good!” is that the 
other person did something well and is to be complimented. 

   
•    The unexpected, non-literal meaning of the phrase “That was really good!” is 

exactly the opposite.  What Mary really means is “That was really bad!”  We know 
from the context that Mary loves chocolate cake, and therefore probably was not 
happy to have the cake land on the floor!  This is a clue that the literal meaning 
does not fit the situation.  If we could look at Mary’s face we would see that she is 
frowning.  This is another clue—one that tells us that probably what Mary really 
means is that she is angry. 
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What To Do When Words Don’t Mean  

What They Are Supposed To Mean 

 

1.  Similes* 

 

How to recognize one: 

•     Ask:  Does the phrase compare two things, using the words “like” or “as”?  If so, 
chances are it is a simile.  

 

Example: 

•     That old dog is as slow as molasses in winter. 
 

How to figure it out: 

•     Look for similarities between the two things being compared.  For example, 
winter is the coldest time of the year.  Molasses flows very slowly when it is 
cold, so slowly, in fact, that we sometimes get impatient and wish it would flow 
faster.  So if an old dog is as slow as molasses in winter, this means that the dog 
moves so slowly that sometimes people wish he would move faster. 

 
2.  Metaphors* 

 

How to recognize one: 

•     Ask:  Does the usual (or literal) meaning of the phrase make sense in that 

situation?  If the answer is no, then this may be a metaphor. 
 

Example: 

•     A man named John just tried his new skis and he likes them a lot.  Afterward, 
John says, “I’m hooked on my new skis!” 

 

How to figure it out: 

•     Use contextual clues: 

For example:  John just tried out his new skis for the first time.  Afterward he 
exclaimed,  “I’m hooked on these new skis!”  The context is that John just used 
his new skis for the first time.  His clothes are not “hooked” on his skis and as a 
matter of fact, there are no hooks anywhere on or near him.  Therefore, the 
context tells you that he is not literally hooked on anything.        

     (continued) 
 

(*When many different people use the same similes or metaphors to mean the same thing over a long 
period of time, these are called idioms.  Idioms also are called figures of speech.)             

 

307 

(From Navigating the Social World, Program 19.) 



SECTION ONE NAVIGATING THE SOCIAL WORLD 

•     Use nonverbal and tone of voice clues: 

Check John’s facial expression and body language.  He is standing up tall, and he 
makes a “victory” fist as he talks.  His mouth is turned up in a big smile, he 
looks right at you as he talks, and his eyes are crinkled up.  His tone of voice 
sounds excited and happy.  All of these clues tell you that he is happy.  He is 
talking about his skis, so it is reasonable to assume that he is happy about his 
skis.  
 

•     Check the usual (or literal) meaning of the word or phrase for hints to 

the “hidden” meaning: 

(Note: This works sometimes, but not always.) 
For example, the word to “hook” literally means to “firmly attach to” or to 
“fasten together” so that whatever is fastened won’t separate.  So, if John is 
hooked on his new skis, then this could mean that he won’t separate from his 
skis.  
 

•     Put it all together:  
So, here is what you know so far: 
1.    John is not physically hooked on or caught on his skis, so this must be an 

idiom about the subject of his new skis. 
2.    He is happy and excited about something—most likely his skis.  
3. Hooked on means “firmly attached to.” 
 

Therefore, a reasonable interpretation of this idiom is that he is happy with, and 

very attached to, his new skis. 

 
3.  Ironic or Sarcastic Words 

 

How to recognize them: 

•    Ask:  Does the literal or usual meaning of the words fit in that situation?  If not, and 
if the opposite meaning would fit better, then this probably is sarcasm or irony. 

 
Example: 

•    Sue burns her finger on a hot burner.  She exclaims, “Ouch!  That sure was clever of 
me!” 

 

How to figure it out: 

•    Use contextual, nonverbal and tone of voice clues.  If the situation and the 
speaker’s facial expression, body language, or tone of voice make you think that she 
must mean the opposite of what her words normally would mean, then you probably 
are right.  In this example, what the speaker really means is that it was not very 
clever of her to touch the hot burner on the stove. 
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