[TRACK 6: SURVIVOR STORIES: FAMILY DISCUSSIONS]
Mr. and Mrs. Neva and Angela Neva, 13 years old
[Narrator]
To help understand the differences that good communication skills can make, let's listen to a family's
discussion of how to handle a child's need to fit chemotherapy into her life. Angela Neva is 13 years old
and has recently been told she has cancer. She lives in the city with her mother, and father. Angela
attends a large middle school and has different teachers for each school subject. The whole family has
been terribly upset since hearing the diagnosis. Now, they are starting to plan how to work to help Angela
get the treatment she needs.
[Mrs. Neva]
OK, Angela, I talked with the nurse this afternoon. She told me about your treatments and what we need
to do. Starting next Friday night, we will bring you to the treatment center across town for one night every
week for the next three weeks. You will stay overnight while you get your treatment and we will pick you
up on Saturday morning. The treatments are very good. They will help you get all better soon. She also
told me that some treatments have side effects -- you might feel sick for a few days after each treatment.
She will help us get through it. But, that's why your treatments are scheduled for Friday night, so you
won't miss too much school.
[Angela]
My friends can't know about this. You can't tell anybody at school either. Nobody can know about this.
[Mr. Neva]
You're right, Angela. It's nobody else's business.
[Mrs. Neva]
No, no, your teachers have to know. Angela, we have to tell them.
[Angela]
Mom, no. Nobody has to find out... we can keep it secret....
[Narrator]
As they continue to argue, you can hear what's going on. Angela and her parents are feeling the stress of
not knowing what to do. But, they are not really saying what they mean or how they feel. And, they're not
really listening to each other, just sticking to their point of view. What we hear Angela say may mean that
she is afraid that people will treat her differently if they know she has cancer. Like every teenager, she
wants to fit in, to be treated like other girls her age.
[Narrator]
Mr. Neva is worried about his daughter's health and he wants to help her by taking her side.
[Narrator]
Of course, Mrs. Neva is also worried, but she is thinking about practical matters, like what might happen if
Angela misses too much school and nobody understands why. She may fear that this will only put more

pressure on Angela.
[Narrator]
What might this same conversation sound like if Angela and her parents used some of the communication
skills we have been talking about.
[Mrs. Neva]
…that's why your treatments are scheduled for Friday night, so you won't miss too much school. I'm
concerned that if you miss too much at school, it may only make you worry more.
[Angela]
I'm worried about that, too. I don't want to miss out with my friends. But, I'm more afraid that, you know,
people will kind of treat me differently... if they know I'm sick.
[Mr. Neva]
I can understand how you would feel that way. I know this is tough on you. We are going to help you
every way we possibly can.
[Mrs. Neva]
I know you don't want to miss out on things at school. It's got to be hard, especially with your friends. Your
good friends will understand, they will help you through it. But, I am concerned about your teachers. What
if they don't know why you might miss some school or can't get assignments done on time? I really feel
that we have to let people at school know. That's less for you to worry about....
[Narrator]
Overall, you could hear that there was a lot less stress all around in this second discussion. You heard
Angela be assertive, using "I" messages to express her feelings. She was also listening actively to what
her mother said. Notice that she checked her mother's concern, thinking that it was about missing out on
being with her friends at school. Both of her parents used those same skills to let Angela know how
concerned they are about her health and her emotions. You may also have noticed how her mother
listened actively to Angela's concerns and corrected a misunderstanding: her mother was not so much
worried about Angela missing her friends at school, but about falling behind in her school work. This
check allowed her mother to reinforce her point of view and work toward a solution that everyone could
be happy with.
[Narrator]
Angela and her parents agreed to write a note to her teachers. It said: "Dear Teachers: Angela is
receiving medical treatment at St. Jude's Hospital. She will be missing school for at least one day each
week for the next few weeks (see above) for her treatments. It is important to Angela that she try to keep
up with her work and fit in with her friends at school. We hope you can help us. Angela will let you know if
she needs extra help. If you think she needs extra help or to have a problem solved, please let us know
by note or a telephone call. Thank you for your understanding." Good communications skills aren't just for
conversations, but can be used in writing, too. The note is assertive in stating what is going on, to the
extent that the teachers need to know, and uses a kind of "I" message, in which it is made clear what
Angela will be doing.

[Narrator]
Some schools and many medical providers are now using the Internet to make communication easier for
families. There are a number of ways the Internet can be used. Let’s hear from Darrell, a grandparent,
who has used the Internet to keep in touch with family and friends during his treatment for cancer.

[Darrell]
I have 4 great kids but they live all over the country now. One daughter is a nurse but she lives 1000
miles away and can’t come to every doctor’s appointment. I take my cell phone into the appointment with
me and put it on speaker so she can hear what the doctor says and she can ask him questions right
there. Also, when I was in the hospital they had a program for us to set up a website that we could use to
share information with all our friends and family members. I’m a pretty private person, but my wife and I
agreed on what information to put on the web site and what to keep private. My granddaughter in college
could send me messages through it, and friends even organized meals for us using that web site.
Communicating has been much easier with all these tools.

[Narrator]
A list of websites you can use to help keep your family and friends updated can be found in the
Cancer Survival Toolbox resource booklet. Before you create a webpage, you may want to
discuss with your family how much and what types of information you are comfortable sharing
with others.

