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Digital
Disconnect

Helping our kids
communicate better — and
more like humans

By Laura Anders Lee

n Season 6 of “Sex and the City”

Carrie Bradshaw is dumped via

a few words scrawled on a Post-

it note. “I'm sorry, I can't, don't

hate me,” wrote her boyfriend,

Berger, before slipping out in the middle

of the night.

I was 23 when the episode came out,
and I shared the same horrified reac-
tion that Carrie and her friends had
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over brunch.

More than 20 years later, the Post-it
note no longer feels like the low point of
modern communication. Technology has
made communication easier than ever,
but using devices to connect has made
our messages much less personal —even
less human.

Today, people are dumped on Snap-
chat, if they're not outright ghosted.
Grown adults get into digital fistfights
in the comments section of the school
Facebook page. Politicians rage-bait their
adversaries. We say things online that
we would never say face-to-face, hiding
behind our handles as social media
replaces face-to-face communication.

As if to match the inhumanity of
the medium, we've also begun letting
software speak for us. Marty Ritter, a
Richmond HR consultant and co-own-

er of the coaching and staffing agency
New Best Friend Co. is seeing a shift in
communication habits first-hand. “It's

immediately apparent who's using
to write emails and LinkedIn posts, any
who isn't,” she says. “There's a time apy
a place to use it, but you don't want o
sound like a robot. Never miss an OPpor.
tunity to show your unique personality-

Ritter coaches leaders on improvi '
workplace communication. “Commup;.
cation breakdowns happen when
avoid addressing problems directly” she
says. “If you're trying to solvea problem
or deescalate a conflict, it's usually beg
to do it in person. Address issues before
you get frustrated and come from the
mindset that you'e trying to help rather
than confront. Often, the other persop
has no idea there's a problem.”

Ritter also cautions about commypj.
cating while angry. “Take time to breathe,
or else emails, group chats, comments ang
conversations can quickly turn toxic*

A mother of three, Ritter says she sees
the same dynamics play out in schog)
friend groups as in professional settings,
“I tell my kids: Rather than talk aboy;
someone, talk to them in an honest angq
kind way. Seek first to understand, anq
don't assume the worst.”

With the example adults are setting
teaching children to communicate with
care becomes even more important. Qne
place still teaching the basics is Junior
Assembly Cotillion, a long-running Rich-
mond organization that has helped
young people build confidence and social
skills since 1920. Today, its lessons extend
well beyond table manners to helping
young people have engaging conversa-
tions while using proper etiquette in the
digital age.

“We're trying to help our young people
learn the value [of] caring for othersina




geeper way,and that all comes back to the
we communicate,” says Liz Stanko,
owner of Junior Assembly Cotillion.
[n an age of constant texting, Stanko
hasizes the importance of face-to-
face interaction for kids. “We're meant tg
pe in community with each other” she
says “Being in person helPs You build
relationships and rapport in a way digj-
talConununicauonjustcan'tf
She also teaches students to recog-
nize when texting stops being helpfu],
«For simple messages, texting is fine," she
explains. “But if it goes back and forth
multiple times, it's usually better to pick
upthephone' -
without tone, facial expressions or
pody language, texts can easily be mis-
understood. A quick call, she says, allows
people to hear warmth, concern and
hesitation — all the qualities that make
communication feel human.
stanko also stands by another old-
school habit: thank-you notes. “Writing
a note shows sincerity and a deeper
appreciation." she says. “It doesn't take
that much time but means the world to
the person who receives it. A handwrit-
ten thank-you note just never goes out
of style."

Some middle school students now
have to be taught how to address and
stamp an envelope. Stanko is encour-
aged, though, that cursive is making a
comeback after many states dropped the
requirement in 2011

Even as groups like the Junior Assem-
bly Cotillion have intentionally focused
on improving communication for the
next generation, getting over our tech-

nology-driven impediments at large is

easier said than done, Ritter notes.
“Human nature makes it hard to have

tough conversations,” she concedes, “but

it's a muscle we have to develop.”@

[ —

Pr, ) i
oudly Serving Richmond Since | 991

ZORBA’S

HOMESTYL
GREEK ANVE
ITALIAN

000000000

9068 WEST BROAD STREET
Bz

oy
804-270-6026

ZorbasRichmondVA.com

TANK.
FILL YOUR
WEEKEND.

Enjoy a minimum two-
night stay in comfortable
accommodations and hit
the road fully fueled with
a $75 gas card, hiking
trail map, and 10% off at
both Outdoor Elements
and Blue Ridge Boutique.
Whether you're chasing
scenic views, outdoor
adventure, or arelaxing
escape, this package
ensures you've got
everything you need to
fill up your tank and your
weekend with fun.

Wintergfeen Resort

877-245-1770
wintergreenresort.com
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