
COMMUNICATION | UNDERSTANDING NONVERBAL MESSAGES

overcomingobstacles.org

AGENDA

Starter

Silent Movies

Words or Actions?

Say What?

Conclusion

Student Assessment

Objectives

Students will recognise their ability to communicate without using words. 

Students will analyse the importance of the nonverbal messages they send. 

Students will practice using nonverbal cues to communicate.
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As a class, discuss how certain animals communicate nonverbally. Give the following examples:

Did you know that when a deer shows the white on its tail, it’s signaling danger?

Did you know that when a horse flattens its ears against its head, it’s telling you that it’s angry?

Invite students to give additional examples of how animals—their pets, for example—communicate
nonverbally. Point out that people communicate nonverbally as well. Explain that students will
explore how and what they communicate with body language.

Starter (3 minutes)

Purpose: Students recognise their ability to communicate without using words.

1. Students consider examples of nonverbal communication. 

Ask if anyone knows what a silent movie is. If necessary, explain that when movies were first
made, they did not have any sound. The audience never heard the actors speak. Information about
the story was shown in writing on the screen between scenes. If there was background music, it
was provided by someone who played the piano in the movie theatre as the movie was shown.

Ask students to speculate about how actors could tell a story if they could not be heard speaking.
List ideas on the board. After a brief discussion, ask, “Do you think it was easy or difficult for the
actors to communicate without using words? Let’s try it out.”

2. Students identify use of body language.

Teacher collates GIFs that reveal emotions. Students identify emotions.

Discuss specific gestures, facial expressions, and body language that is used to identify the
emotion. 
Follow the same procedure and find GIFs for common expressions. - It's okay - What time is it? -
I'm good - Be quiet - I'm sorry.

3. Students reflect on their experience.

Ask students if it was difficult to understand what messages were being conveyed when no words
were spoken. Say, “We’ve looked at some obvious examples of nonverbal communication, but
these examples show how effective body language can be. It’s important to be aware of the
nonverbal messages you send, since you might be sending the wrong messages.”

4. Students recognise culture as a factor in interpreting nonverbal messages.

Part I    Silent Movies (15 minutes)
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Ask students if they have ever misread someone’s nonverbal messages. Ask students if someone
has ever misread their nonverbal messages. Tell students that sometimes those misunderstandings
are the result of different cultural norms. Explain that nonverbal cues are interpreted with regard to
cultural background. 

Purpose: Students begin to understand the importance of the nonverbal messages they send.

1. Students discuss the importance of body language.

List some of the ways that nonverbal messages are conveyed by saying the words “facial
expressions,” “gestures,” and “body language."

Say, “Sometimes it’s not just what you say, but the way you say it that can send messages to
others.” Ask students to watch carefully as you demonstrate that point as follows:

Look a student directly in the eye as you firmly say, “I was late because my car wouldn’t start.”

Turn away briefly, then address the student again. This time, look above and to the right of the
student and then to the ground as you hesitantly say, “I was late because my car wouldn’t start.”

Ask the student to explain why you did not seem to be telling the truth the second time. (The
student should mention your not looking directly at them and your hesitation to speak.)

Add “eye contact” to your list on the board. Explain that eye contact, or the lack of it, sends a
strong message. Ask:

If you talk to someone and look that person directly in the eyes, what message are you sending?
(You mean what you say; you’re being honest and sincere.)

What about if you are listening to someone while looking that person directly in the eyes? (You
are giving the person and what they are saying your full attention.)

Remind students that nonverbal messages can mean different things in different cultures. For
example, it is disrespectful in some cultures for a child to look an adult directly in the eyes.

2. Students identify ways in which their words and body language might conflict.

By asking questions such as the following, begin a discussion about how people can send
conflicting messages through their words and body language:

Part II    Words or Actions? (15 minutes)
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Have you ever heard someone say that actions speak louder than words? What do you think this
means?

Do you agree? Why or why not?

Do you think that our body language can send messages that are different from our words? If so,
how?

Encourage students to give examples. If necessary, prompt students by demonstrating how words
and body language can send conflicting messages by standing with your shoulders slouched and
frowning as you say, “I’m really happy to be here today.” Invite students to explain how your words
and actions send conflicting messages.

3. Students draw conclusions about nonverbal communication.

Emphasise the importance of nonverbal communication by explaining that people send just as
many nonverbal messages as verbal ones. Focus attention on the power of body language by
saying, “Sometimes, your body may tell a different story than the one coming out of your mouth.
When this happens, which one should the listener believe? If you want people to understand you,
make sure your words and actions communicate consistent messages.”

Purpose: Students create and perform scenarios in order to practice using nonverbal cues to
communicate.

1. Students create a freeze-frame that involves nonverbal cues.

Have students work with partners or in small groups of three or four to create 1-2 freeze frames
that involve people who are communicating nonverbally. Students add 1 sentence to their freeze
frame that either adds or conflicts their actions. 

2. Students present their freeze frames.

Invite students to present their freeze frames to the class. After each presentation, encourage the
class to describe the messages conveyed in the freeze frame. The student performers should
explain how well the class explained the messages.

Part III    Say What? (15 minutes)

Ask students to explain the importance of sending nonverbal messages that accurately convey the
meaning of the verbal message. Elicit from students the following key points that were taught in
this lesson:

Conclusion (2 minutes)
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Communication happens through actions as well as words, so be aware of your body language.

If you want to be understood correctly, present the same message with your words and with your
body.

1. Why is it important to be aware of your body language?

2. Describe a situation in which body language affects how people interpret what

you are saying.

3. Describe a situation in which someone else’s body language influenced how

you viewed that person.

Student Assessment
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LESSON EXTENSIONS

Using Quotations

“It’s not what you say that counts. It’s what you don’t say!” 

Have several students illustrate this phrase by making a statement while using body language that

conveys the opposite meaning.

Addressing Multiple Learning Modes

Have students view news publication photos or books of portrait photography. Have them write

down a one-sentence impression of what’s happening in each photo.

Then, have students share their responses in small groups and discuss what gave them their

impressions.

Using Technology

Students use Auslan Signbank to learn 5 signs that would assist them in communicating with people of

the signing Deaf or Hard of Hearing Community.

Homework

Have students observe three ads and identify nonverbal messages in each. Suggest that students try

viewing some of the ads with the sound turned off.

Have students discuss how important nonverbal communication is to ads.

Additional Activity

Have students research defence mechanisms in animals or plants. Create a list.
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