Chapter Two Educational Extension

Nonverbal Communication
Although teachers monitor what they say very carefully, they also need to realize that more than 80% of what they communicate is expressed through their actions, or through nonverbal communication (P. W. Miller, 1986; Sathre, Olson, & Whitney, 1977). You constantly send messages through the way you dress; your posture; the way you look, move, work your voice, and use space; and the way you use words. These nonverbal messages can reinforce, modify, or even contradict the verbal messages, as, for example, when a friend says, “I’d like to get together again soon,” that person may state it in such a way that you suspect otherwise. In fact, when people’s nonverbal behaviors contradict their words, listeners will believe the nonverbal behaviors instead because actions often do speak much louder than words.
Sometimes teachers use nonverbal communication to evoke a particular response; other times the nonverbal reactions occur naturally or accidentally. In either case, teachers’ nonverbal behaviors reflect their attitudes and feelings towards students which, in turn, influence students’ perceptions, attitudes, and self-esteem. Therefore, you must be alert to your nonverbal expressions and the effects they can have on students. An awareness of nonverbal communications and their consequences is a step toward controlling them. Let’s now look at some elements of nonverbal communications.
Facial Language
We communicate a great deal of information and attitudes through our facial expressions.  In fact, according to P. W. Miller (1986), the face is second only to words in communicating our feelings. Miller further suggests that these facial expressions can be readily visible or fleeting, involuntary or voluntary. Whatever the type, facial expressions can reinforce, modify, and contradict verbal messages.
Facial expressions that are readily visible are usually intentional. They send a message (e.g., a smile of pleasure) or mask true feelings (e.g., a stern look of displeasure to cover pleasure). These expressions are formed by the movement of facial muscles around the forehead, mouth, eyebrows, chin, cheeks, or nose. Wrinkling the forehead, for example, communicates deep thought, lifting the eyebrows reveals wonder or surprise, a sneer shows anger or displeasure, and a jutting chin demonstrates firmness. Conversely, fleeting facial expressions are often unintentional and are usually quickly covered up with other expressions. For example, people may feel sudden disgust, anger, or dislike for someone they meet but do not want to communicate this to the individual. Therefore, they quickly mask their true feelings and emotions with other, intended expressions.
Involuntary facial expressions occur spontaneously in emotionally-charged situations. Such microexpressions can flash across people’s faces when they feel fearful, angry, happy, or surprised. As a teacher, you will probably try to replace these fleeting expressions with other, neutral expressions as soon as possible. Under certain circumstances, however, you may want to retain such expressions to convey a message to students. For example, teachers often use expressions of displeasure or anger for controlling misbehavior in the classroom and expressions of humor for relieving tension or improving student attention.

Teachers commonly use voluntary facial expressions when communicating with students. In fact, effective teachers have perfected their facial expression. They convey a message with a look—for example, a smile of approval or a frown of displeasure (Ostermeier, 1994).

The eyes can send several kinds of messages. As P. W. Miller (1986) notes, teachers’ eyes “can be shifty and evasive, conveying hate, fear, and guilt, or they can express confidence, love, and support” (p. 13). Also, with eye contact, they can open communication, prolong communication, or cut off communication entirely.

As most teachers know, eye contact can be used in controlling interaction in the classroom. We’ve all experienced the “teacher look” which silences and impacts students’ behavioral choices! Effective teachers, also use frequent, direct eye contact to check students’ understanding, monitor attentiveness, and control interactions. When teachers want students to speak, they make direct eye contact with individuals. Conversely, when they want to expound at length, teachers avoid direct eye contact. Sometimes students avoid answering questions by glancing away from the teacher and becoming suddenly interested in their textbooks or desktops. Indeed, you probably have heard it said that, when students are lying or when they haven’t done as they should, they avoid direct eye contact. This hypothesis, however, generally hasn’t been supported by research. Be careful about using generalizations, because students’ level of eye contact might also be influenced by their heritage and level of shyness. 
Body Language
Teachers’ body movements and gestures with their heads, arms, hands, and other body parts, impact their ability to communicate. Gestures may provide information, as when you point when giving directions; they may communicate feelings, as when you nod your head in agreement as a student speaks; they may emphasize a point, as when you tap something you have written on the whiteboard; they may call for attention, as when you clap your hands. Indeed, we often interpret an individual’s body movements as an indication of his or her character (as in an authoritative or nonchalant walk). 
The overuse of body movement and gestures can impede communication. When teachers use too many gestures too often, students cannot really tell what is important in a message. Also, too many gestures can prompt students to attend to the gestures themselves rather than to the message.

Teachers’ stance and general posture reflects their attitudes and feelings towards students as well. A tense, rigid body communicates the desire for distance and insecurity, whereas a relaxed body denotes strength, openness, and friendliness. The way you stand can also communicate information. A body orientation toward the listener tends to suggest security and comfort in the communication interaction.

The use of touch is a very powerful nonverbal communicator. Touching enhances students’ emotional, social, physical, and intellectual development. Because of liability concerns, teachers need to be sure they touch students appropriately. Ask for students’ permission before touching them. Touch the top of the head, hands, and upper shoulders. Hug only if invited. Avoid any “bathing suit” areas or prolonged hugs. Be sure to always keep your classroom door open and avoid being alone with students to offset any rumors. Always use your best judgment as to whether or when to use touch in communicating with your students.
The way people dress sends a variety of messages. It is often difficult to take a speaker seriously, for example, if he or she is dressed in ill-fitting, wrinkled, or inappropriate clothing. Conversely, people tend to pay attention to attractively dressed speakers. Teachers, then, would be well advised to dress as befitting their roles as classroom leaders.
The Language of Space and Motion

The arrangement of your classroom and your use of the space can shape communication. How you place objects within your classroom, as well as where and how you choose to move within the confines of the space, is significant.
The Environment
The physical makeup of the learning environment can create moods and, in doing so, affect the interaction within the environment. Indeed, the attractiveness of a room appears to influence the happiness and energy of people working in it. Such findings are supported by P. W. Miller (1986) in his summary of research related to student reactions in ugly and beautiful classrooms. He states that “subjects in the ugly room had reactions of monotony, fatigue, headache, irritability, and hostility, while subjects in the beautiful room responded favorably with feelings of comfort, pleasure, importance, and enjoyment for completing the assigned tasks” (p. 23). Thus, Miller’s findings suggest that a well-decorated, pleasing classroom is more conducive to open communications and is more effective at keeping students on task.

Colors can affect the behavior of students. For example, it has been shown that blue is more soothing and red more active than other colors (Snider & Osgood, 1969). Perhaps color can be used in influencing actions within the classroom. It may be that a combination of such colors as blue and red will result in more productive communication patterns.
Furniture arrangement also impacts the learning environment. Oftentimes, classrooms are arranged into territories, with the teacher’s desk forming the teacher’s territory and each student’s seat or desk forming the individual student’s territory. Such arrangements can imply that the teacher doesn’t want to interact with the students and wants each student to stay in a designated space. Territoriality can also be observed in classrooms or other areas where seats are not assigned. For example, when a student takes the seat normally occupied by another student, the regular occupant often becomes disturbed and resentful. Likewise, in a library, students may mark their territories with jackets or books when they leave the room. Watch your students to see how much territory each student needs to be comfortable and adjust the classroom environment accordingly. When possible, break down the artificial territories imposed by furniture arrangement to enhance teacher-student and student-student interaction.
Teacher Movement
Teachers’ proximity to students impacts teacher-student interactions. Movement toward a student who is speaking can, for example, convey a message of interest, whereas movement away from the student can communicate lack of interest. A teacher’s movement, then, can often prolong interaction. Indeed, teacher movement throughout different areas in the classroom often helps keep student attention directed toward the teacher and the topic at hand.
People choose to interact at a certain distance from others, depending upon how they feel towards their conversational partner, the context of the conversation, and their personal goals (Hall, 1959; Montagu, 1977). Conversations between very close friends or family members usually take place within 18 inches (intimate distance). Conversing friends usually stand 3 to 4½ feet apart (personal distance). Business and social interactions usually take place with a separation of 4 to 7 feet (social distance). For most presentations, a distance of 15 feet or more is most common (public distance).

Even though the generalizations about “appropriate” interaction distances are tentative, you should recognize the value of the use of space in your interactions with students. In general, teachers want to work within the personal and social distance ranges in their interactions with students. Interactions with individual students should take place at a personal distance, whereas whole-class interactions usually occur at the social distance.
The Language of Time

Time and its subtleties can be wisely used for successful communication. How you decide to spend class time conveys important attitudinal information. When you spend little time on a topic, or pass it by completely, you communicate that the topic is unimportant or that you have little interest in it. Such actions can unintentionally translate into similar attitudes by students.

Pauses and silence represent another way that time can be used in communicating. For example, pausing just before or after you make a point signifies that the point is important. In addition, pauses can cue students that an important point is going to be made or that the last point made was important enough for them to reflect on it.
Time can also be used to communicate a variety of emotional responses. Silence, for example, can reflect fear, a determination to be uncooperative, or an attempt at defiance. And, of course, silence is often used for showing lack of interest. In fact, your discussions will often result in silence when your topic lacks interest or when you fail to motivate.

Teachers ask many questions; however, they may find it difficult to allow for sufficient time between the asking of their questions and the reception of a student response. Teachers often expect almost instant responses to their questions, and, when not forthcoming, they tend to answer the questions themselves. These teachers must learn to increase their wait time so they can improve classroom interaction.

Finally, reverence for silence and the sense of time vary with different cultures, subcultures, and regions (Berger, 1991; Gilliland, 1988). The Apache, for example, encourage silence. For some African cultures, time is only approximate. The Midwest has a reputation for punctuality. In New York, people are on the go, and time is money; however, punctuality is perhaps not as revered as in the Midwest. Indeed, lateness can be “fashionable” for social gatherings. On the notoriously laidback West Coast, on the other hand, being late is not a serious problem. Teachers then should take a close look at their students’ concept of time before they react to situations that involve time. Perhaps their students are running on different clocks.
POINTS TO PONDER
· Describe the nonverbal behaviors or your favorite teacher and one teacher who was not particularly effective. 
· Record yourself giving a speech or presenting a lesson. What would your students’ opinions be about your vocal delivery and body language?
· How will you arrange the furniture and use time in your future classroom to create a classroom climate conducive to learning?
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