FAQs – Contact US!

How does the course tackle the big communication problems at call centers? 
Overall approach: This course is based on a sociolinguistic view of language where context and meaning in the authentic exchange between customer and agent provide rich data for effective language learning. Every activity is targeted at improving the agent’s ability to interact successfully with customers.

Listening: the listening section of this course improves active listening skills, agent’s awareness of underlying meaning and ability to assimilate the purpose and detail of an exchange, making agents more effective and efficient. This will impact both CSATs (Customer Satisfactions scores) and AHT (Average Handling Time).

Language Focus, Soft Skills and Intercultural matters all work to enable agents to more effectively address the concerns of the caller and keep the customer satisfied. An improved ability to listen, probe and explain clearly will improve AHT (Average Handling Time) and FTR (First Time Resolution). 
Reading to Explain and Role-play give your agents the opportunity to apply the knowledge they are gaining from the course in a way that prepares them for the demands of their job. Reading and explaining product information as well as combining skills to respond to real customer complaints help your agents to ensure they can use the skills they are learning effectively and appropriately.
Can I use the book selectively, or do I need to follow it unit by unit? 
Feel free to use sections of the course book flexibly. It is recommended that each unit be taught as a whole because skills are built upon based on a single listening text. However, the progression of units 1-10 is not based a progression of difficulty. All the units are challenging for students who are at a low C1 level (CEF) or BUPLAS 3. Therefore, this course can be taught from beginning to end, but it also enables you to extract sections and combine them for your purposes so you can tailor it to the needs of your group.

Why doesn't the book focus on first language grammar interference?
Accurate language use, although important, does not equal good communication. International studies conducted by FuturePerfect and Hong Kong Polytechnic University (through the Call Centre Communication Research Centre) found the key skills for successful agents to be:

· Interactive fluency
· Intercultural competence

· Discourse (logical explanations)
· Active listening

With these skills agents can go off-script with confidence, repair communication problems and ensure every interaction is smooth and successful. Mother tongue interference mistakes were not found to be a significant source of communication breakdown.
It was found that correct use of pronouns, modal verbs and tenses were important to clear communication. However, articles, prepositions and subject-verb agreement errors were not found to typically cause communication problems in a call center environment.

In line with the findings of this research, the Language Focus section of each unit of Contact US! introduces and practices key areas of grammar and/or lexical usage that have been found to cause breakdown either because they are used badly or because they are not evident in the call at all. This means that we treat grammar functionally, always linking it to soft skills so that it is presented as functional language that the agent can learn and understand. 

Will my agents develop a good American accent? 
Pronunciation is important in building up good relationships with customers on the phone. However, teaching agents to mimic an American accent is neither helpful nor culturally appropriate. In this book we help your agents to develop a globally comprehensible accent with clear meaning made through correct syllable stress, word stress and intonation, so that they can be understood by other L1 and L2 speakers from across the world. 

Why does the book include a section on reading? Isn't the main purpose to develop good communication skills? 
This segment of the book has been included because agents in call centers often have to read product information quickly in order to explain key parts of this information to customers. This is a very demanding skill and takes time to develop. The texts are a mixture of business-type texts including procedural and information text types. 

How can you successfully deal with intercultural issues on a book like this? 
Contact US! presents culture as a set of skills and attitudes to be negotiated. In order for this segment of the course to avoid stereotyping Americans, the course includes many different kinds of American people in the calls who are ethnically different and who represent a cross section of age, gender, personality and socio-economic groups. Each unit segment builds on some aspects of cultural knowledge, skills and attitudes that emerge from the call. The intercultural section focuses on building agent’s skills in flexibly responding to their US customers based on knowledge of culture and active listening skills to pick up on nuance, emotion and expectations from each individual customer. Therefore, agents are encouraged to see intercultural relationship building in American call centers as a dynamic and negotiated process with both parties, in an ideal call, make adjustments to ensure the communication is smooth. 

How do I know that the agents will be able to put the training into practice?

In each unit there are various activities which put the skills into practice. This is drawn together at the end of each unit in the “role play” section. The key function of this role play is to ensure that each segment of the unit, from listening to language, pronunciation, soft skills and intercultural can be integrated in an authentic scenario. This means that the focus of the entire course is always to ensure that customer service skills are being developed through discrete practice into functional holistic competence. By practicing responding to customers your agents will not only have the opportunity to apply their newfound knowledge/skills, but also to build their confidence in taking calls from a variety of different customers (irate, confused, in a hurry, frustrated etc).

Our call center needs a more tailored approach to training. Can Contact US! offer that?

Yes. Our team of experts can consult with you to tailor this course to your specific needs and, as necessary, develop new materials that you and your agents will be able to access through the Contact US! website. Some services we can offer include:

· Customizing the course to fit around your authentic data and to target the issues most pertinent to your specific agents and customers. We could also do print runs of this customized version with your company’s logo.

· Developing online coaching materials to ensure skills are continually practiced (for self-access and coach support) and built upon
· Building individualized learning pathways for post-training support with assessment measures and online check-points for self-development through training/coaching whilst ‘on-the-floor’.

