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“Infants' first social exchanges are often over food--gazing into mother's eyes while nursing, watching father as he gives them a warm bottle in the middle of the night. They experience the comfort and warmth of milk together with the sight of their parent. This pairing builds the attachment that bonds a family in love. It is the beginning of affection and lifelong social involvement,” ( Klein 1). As a child I can remember dreading the nightly family dinner and the routine associated with this daily occurrence. Every night at exactly seven o’clock my mother would announce “dinner time,” and the herd of troops would storm down the stairs. After thoroughly scrubbing our hands and selecting our beverage of choice we would settle into our habitual seat and prepare for the impending conversation. 
Now I am able to look back upon this ritual and elicit the important communication skills I learned simply by engaging in daily conversation with my family. “Research suggests that children who eat dinner regularly with their families are more successful in school and the dinner conversation they share supports verbal skills and healthy self-regard,” (Klein 1).This nightly activity served its purpose in not only expanding my interpersonal communication but also in uniting my family as a close knit network. In this discourse centered around the family meal, children learn a variety of skills according to Shoshana Blum-Kulka, most importantly: taking turns, politeness, choosing appropriate topics of discussion, and the importance of storytelling, (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 1). 


While equally involved in the discussion, each family member plays his own role in the interaction; each individual brings his or her own personality and opinion into view. When sitting down to dinner at my house, it is expected that my mom will jumpstart the conversation, choosing the first topic to set the scene of the discussion. Unless she is directing a question toward my brothers or me, my dad will offer his response. Following this exchange, my brothers and I are asked to take turns, choosing topics about our day, as the remaining two build off of this story and finally transition into their own topic for conversation. Blum-Kulka incorporates the research of Schley and Snow as she states, “the children who produce more topic continuations and more specific topic continuations, topic initiations, and responses are the ones who are identified as good conversationalists,” (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 2). 
My youngest brother is twelve years old, his frequent tendency to interrupt will soon cease as he begins to learn the importance in taking turns choosing and discussing topics. Only after continuous reprimanding have my parents convinced him that interjecting while others are speaking is considered disrespectful in terms of communication. The family dinner conversation is molded around this idea of enforcing polite manners in discourse. “Conversation encourages the development of speaking and listening skills, which are the basis for friendships and achievement outside the family,” (Klein 1)

Also considered impolite at dinner table is the attempt to sit in silence as the rest of the family is engaged in conversation. Blum-Kulka concludes in her study that “children are expected to be ‘active participants,’ to get approval by ‘being communicative,’” (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 8). My seventeen year old brother tends to be found guilty of this example of impoliteness. In the midst of his teenage years he feels that he does not need to contribute to the discussion, he is satisfied solely listening to everyone else. This frustrates my parents to no end, and they respond by asking questions directed only towards him. His responses usually are one word answers, illustrating his refusal to initiate topics.
How does one choose an appropriate topic of conversation, one suitable for all family members of all ages? 
“The necessary dinner talk (the instrumental business talk of having dinner,) is just one layer in the talk, superimposed by many other, conversational layers. Dinner is both an activity and an actual social, conversational event,” (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 2). Obviously around the dinner table the “business” aspect of the meal will be the primarily topic of concern. By asking to pass the rolls or by requesting another glass of milk, the social aspect of the conversation is a second priority when placed in comparison to the “situational concerns” of feeding and pleasing everyone. Following the situational concerns, in terms of thematic importance, are the “immediate family concerns,” those events which occurred in the last day or two. Continuing to use my own family as an example, describing an event from my day at school would fall under this topic of discussion. “In this type of talk, the scene moves away from the home, bringing in the classroom, the office, and the playground … the focus is often on action rather than on objects as in instrumental talk,” (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 33). Finally, “nonimmediate concerns” are of least importance but arise when speaking about past events or those expected to occur in the future (“The Dynamics of Family Dinner Talk” 39).
What would life be like without the presence of stories? Think about how many times on a daily basis you become the storyteller, recounting past events or dreaming about what you hope will occur in the future. Shoshana Blum-Kulka emphasizes the significance of storytelling my mentioning, “Storytelling in ordinary talk between intimates is one of the most common enactments of narrative discourse. People tell stories to each other as a means of packaging experience in cognitively and affectively coherent ways family storytelling as an event, a social action unfolding in real time,” ( “Dinner Talk” 100). Being such an important aspect of daily communication, it is important to practice such skills at a young age, and what better arena for this among family at the dinner table. Canary says, “storytelling is one such means through which we give a framework to the things that we have done … most people have stories about important events in their lives and about memorable experiences that typify a relationship such as a family and our putting those memories into words through a story may seem to make them more stable,” (5). Storytelling allows kids to paint a picture of their life for those listening. The dinner table conversation is the perfect occasion to embrace and encourage this skill especially since telling stories is such a major portion of interpersonal communication. 

For many, the nightly conversation around the dinner table is the basis of their social interaction. This daily ritual allows family members to practice their essential communicative skills in taking turns, politeness, topic choice, and storytelling. Conversation in this setting allows all members of the family to engage in interpersonal communication. Discussion in this arena where all are accepted and given equal opportunity to speak, prepares individuals for communication amongst their peers. 
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