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Teaching interpersonal communication fundamentals leads to an inevitable ques-
tion: what is the essence of course content, and how can instructional procedures
increase the likelihood that this material will have an impact on the communicative
lives of students outside of the classroom? A behavioral competency approach
involves students in active observation of their interpersonal behavior and guides
them toward development and implementation of change in situations that are most
critical to them.

As each new behavior is presented, students learn to observe its occurrence in their
ongoing life experience and to plan its inclusion in target communication events. The
goal is change. The premise is that preparation and rehearsal enhance interpersonal
impact. The purpose is to provide students with skills to influence the interpersonal
events in which they participate.

People do not develop interpersonal competence by understanding theory; the
translation of learning from the classroom to the natural environment is not
automatic. There is a difference between knowing and doing, and merely knowing
about communication may have little impact on what people do when they
communicate. Individuals have acquired their particular range and repertoire of
interpersonal behaviors over a conditioning history as old as they are. Consequently,
if change is actually to occur, the instructional process must be systematic and
specifically targeted. This means that observable, recordable behavioral goals must
initially be established.! When performance competencies are introduced, students
know what to aim for, when they have succeeded, and precisely what to do differently
when their performance is unsatisfactory.?

If we are to be successful in our efforts to teach people to observe, explain, and
manage their interpersonal behavior, we must assist them to approach their
communication scientifically, identifying the variables that influence their verbal and
nonverbal behavior, manipulating those variables, and affecting outcome. To alter
interpersonal communication, an individual must be aware of the environmental
influences that maintain baseline patterns and possible options for change.

A behavioral approach to interpersonal communication involves students in the
conscious implementation of interpersonal behaviors in actual life situations.
Students learn to approach their own communicative behavior systematically,
carefully collecting baseline data, introducing intervention strategies, and evaluating
change.

Shaping is the process through which a target competency is divided into its basic
components. Each component is introduced in increasing levels of difficulty until the
entire complex of behaviors is mastered. Students are initially reinforced for a small
approximation of the target behavior, and subsequently for more accurate represen-
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Through written practice, students learn to use a particular competency without the
possible negative consequences of an oral communication event.

Once students have learned to write appropriate examples of a target interper-
sonal behavior, the next step in the shaping process is self-monitoring, identifying
actual life situations in which the skill is pertinent. For each situation identified,
students describe a skilled response they might have made. This description advances
the process of behavior change by illustrating the operation of the target behavior in
the natural environment. For example, students learning to paraphrase, describe
actual life situations in which paraphrasing would have been appropriate. For each
of the situations described, the student develops and records an effectively para-
phrased response.

SITUATION (DESCRIBE OTHER’S STATEMENT)

My friend said to me, “I didn’t finish my term paper, so now I can't go skiing. And I wanted to go so
much.”

PoSSIBLE PARAPHRASE FOR THE SITUATION

“You sound really disappointed. Going skiing this weekend was important to you.”

By self-monitoring situations which call for a target skill, students learn to recognize
and utilize the behavior as it applies to their own communication environments.

Interpersonal behavior is further shaped as students observe others who effectively
perform the target competency. In this way, the modeling component of the program
involves observation of people in the student’s natural environment. Individuals
record the specific verbal and nonverbal components of the models’ behavior,
describing what they say and how they say it. Based on this information, students
select communication behaviors to incorporate into their own expanding repertoires.
Similarly, by observing negative models, people whose performance of the skill is
inadequate, individuals discover particular behaviors to avoid. To illustrate both
aspects of modeling, consider “saying no” as a target behavior. A student might use a
roommate as an effective model:

My roommate was studying when her friend came in and asked her to go out to dinner. My roommate
replied, “It sounds like fun, but I really must study tonight.”

A negative model of the skill can also be described:

My friend’s sister asked to borrow his car. He said, “I wish I could lend it to you, but I have to go
grocery shopping.” When his sister said she would drop him off and pick him up at the supermarket,
he just said, “Okay. I guess so.”

Based on the modeling component, students are able to specify particular behaviors
to emphasize and avoid.

Following modeling, students are in a position to initiate covert rehearsal, the
imaginary practice of specific scenes in which the new skill is utilized and reinforced.
Individuals covertly practice actual dialogue, planning what they will say, how they
will say it, and how the other might respond. This covert rehearsal system increases
the likelihood that students will perform with comfort and skill in actual communica-
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