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Abstract 
Learning is communication activity. The are two type of communication, verbal communication 

and non verbal communication.  This paper is intended to discribe the role of teacher’s non-verbal 

communication behavior in classroom. Teacher’s ability to deliver learning content is determined 

by his or her communication skills. There are two basic reasons why the teacher has to know the 

role of non-verbal communication in class, they are;1)to be a good receiver for her students, 2) to 

be able to send positive signals which can support student’s learning, and at the same time, not to 

send negative signals which can prevent student’s learning. Teacher has to know the effective 

communication through non-verbal behavior in learning and practice to use it.  

Key words: teacher non-verbal communication behavior, delivery strategy, communication skill, 

congruent communication 

A. The Meaning of Nonverbal Communication Behavior 

Miller (2005) explains the meaning of nonverbal communication behavior as a 

communication without words. It is not easy to explain the ontology of nonverbal communication 

behavior according to the experts (Burgoon & Saine, 1978; Richmond, et al., 1991).Richmond et 

al. (1991:2) says that “Nonverbal communication is nonsense.  All communication involves 

language, hence all communication is verbal.”According to Edwar Sapir (in Burgoon & Saine, 

1978:6) “nonverbal communication is an elaborate code that is written nowhere, known to none, 

and understood by all.” 

In line with thestudy according to the experts, some aspects includes in the nonverbal 

communication like kinesic(Birthwhistel, 1985), gesture (Pease, 1996), facial language 

(Whiteside, 1996; Ekman, 2009), artifact anddistance (Derlega &Margulis, 1983; Abizar, 1988), 

physical appearance (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1993), cultural symbol (Schutz, 1971), and 

paralinguistick (Frideman, 1983).Burgoon & Saine (1978) connects nonverbal communication 

with several things, which are: signs versus symbols, intent, consciousness and feedback.  These 

things are intended to understand the experts’ thoughts and describes as follows: 

1. Signs versus symbols 

The question is do the nonverbal communication have to be a symbol or sign? There are 

some experts who differentiate between a sign and symbol, but some others think that it just the 

same. The experts who differentiate between a sign and symbol state that sign is a natural things 

for something that is signed, while symbol is anarbitrary assigned representation.  For example: 

smoke is the sign of fire, but the word “smoke” is symbolized something else. The symbolic 

communication includes: a) signal system, this system has to be socially understood and called as 

a code, b) an encoder is someone who delivers something using code, and c) a decoder is someone 

who gives systematic response toward the code. Meaning that, if a behavior doesn’t give any clue, 

it can be categorized as meaningless behavior since cannot be understood among the observer, and 

does not produce any response that can be predicted. It is just as a sign, observer’s assumption, not 

a message that sent by an encoder. If the meaning criteria is shared and systematic response also 

described in the definition of communication (many experts does not do the limitation), there is a 
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question that has to be answered, is there any nonarbitrary understanding, shared sign (cues) also 

included. 

There are various types of nonverbal behavior, like gesture and posture, which naturally 

appears as emotional signal with communicative value. Burgoon & Saine (1978) concludes that 

symbol and sign can be included in the definition of nonverbal communication as long as the 

meaning can be socially understood. 

 

2. Intent 

Another question to be answered is, does nonverbal cues has to be intentional (having 

particular purpose) and who will decide the special purpose. Based on the source of orientation 

approach, only messages which intentionaly sent by the source can be classified as 

communication.In other words, the source will determine the purpose. But, according to the 

receiver of orientation approach, what does the receiver think is something which is sent 

intentionally and included as communication. Burgoon & Saine (1978) tends to accept the opinion 

of receiver orientation since most people are faced many nonintentional of nonverbal behavior 

which interpreted as something intentional. 

 

3. Consciousness 

Some people think that consciousness is a part of intention; which intentional behavior 

(with special purpose) is conducted consciously and vice versa.Burgoon & Saine (1978), 

conscious behavior, from the sender or receiver or observer includes in the definition of nonverbal 

communication.  

 

4. Feedback 

Another issue is, does nonverbal communication must be accepted and known through 

feedback or response. Many communication definitions include feedback as one of the 

requirement characteristic. No one can questioned when a receiver gives reaction to the nonverbal 

sender; the communication is begin; but how if the receiver does not give any reaction? Can it be 

claimed that “you can not communicate”, the answer is easy: not giving any reactions does not 

mean the person does not receive the message; because sometimes nonverbal message is difficult 

to say.It is possible that sometime a person does not pay attention or not giving reactions toward 

someone else expression or gesture but he can remember it another time. When we are giving 

attention to someone verbal communication and make us missed the important nonverbal sign, and 

it blurred on our attention. Even the final answer about the feedback is not found, but the two 

experts tend to include it in the definition of nonverbal communication. 

The discussion based onBurgoon & Saine (1978:9-10)can be concluded as follow: 

Now that we have covered some of the major issues, we are ready to offer our 

working definition.  We consider nonverbal communication to be those attributes 

or actions of humans, other than the use of words themselves, which have socially 

shared meaning, are intentionally sent or interpreted as intentional, are consciously 

sent or consciously received, and have the potential for feedback from the receiver. 

The discussion above is enough to describe the nonverbal and verbal communication. In 

general, there are two views about nonverbal communication that are nonverbal communication 

as the antithesis of verbal communication and the view about nonverbal communication as 

interactionism (symbolic interaction). The first view is followed bysome experts like Burgoon & 

Saine (1978), Richmond, et al. (1991), and Abizar (1988).  Second view is followed by Karp & 

Yoels (1986). 
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For the dialectics, nonverbal communication is assumed as a form of human 

communication besides as verbal communication. It means that in dialectics condition, the process 

of delivering the message is done by nonverbal expression or “communication without words” 

(Richmond dkk, 1991: 4).  According to this view, nonverbal communication is describe as 

communication without words, as define by Karp & Yoels (1986: 31):“nonverbal communication 

is any of the modes of communication (such as gesture or facial expression) other than verbal.“ 

With that definition, the keywords used are“mode of communication” which referto how to 

deliver message through gesture and facial expression, and other nonverbal behavior (Abizar, 

1988; Gazda, 1989, Tubb, 1987), meaning that even without words, there are still a message that 

want to be delivered. 

Another interesting things from this definition is the experts does not differentiate 

between terminology of nonverbal communication and behavior, it makes the terms is used by 

turns with the same meaning Richmond et al. (1991: 6-7), so the definition of nonverbal 

communication and behavior is used at the same level. The assumption is every nonverbal 

communication activity always involves nonverbal behavior. The most important things is 

“pattern of delivery message” and not on the etymology definitions.   

The second view is to define the nonverbal communication in symbolic interaction 

perspectives as proposed by Karp & Yoels (1986: 30): “An important idea in this perspective is 

that individuals collectively shape, mold, and refashion their social worlds thorough the process of 

communication with others and responding to their communications.” 

The definition by Karp & Yoels (1986) shows the similarities with the first group experts, 

nonverbal communication is communication without words, but different in accentuation. The 

first group (dialectics) giving constatation of the nonverbal communication in a nonverbal 

behavior, while in the second group (interactionism) refer to nonverbal symbol created by human. 

So, according to the second group, nonverbal communication has wider dimension rather than 

delivering message through nonverbal behavior. 

These two groups, are difference in taxonomy of nonverbal communication, the important 

thing that have to be concluded from these views is all nonverbal symbol can be categorized into 

nonverbal communication variables. In the context, nonverbal communication; include, cultural 

symbols (architecture, tool, languages intonation), social symbol (family name), and religious 

symbol (liturgy), sounds, environment, and human motoric behavior. 

According to the dialectic thinkers and interactionism, it can be concluded that nonverbal 

communication is a human communication which the delivery message activity is done through 

the use of nonverbal symbols like nonverbal behavior, cultural symbols, social symbols, and 

religious symbols. 

B. The Use of Nonverbal Behavior 

Miller (2005) gives some important reasons why human use nonverbal communication: 

 Words are limited. 

 Nonverbal signals have particular strength. 

 Nonverbal message is genuine. 

 Nonverbal signals can express some feeling which hard to say with words. 

 Separated communication channel is needed to help sending complex messages.  

 

Miller’s opinions showed that nonverbal behavior has some strength that verbal communication 

does not have. It existence deserve to get attention in human interaction process. The experts like 

Burgoon & Saine (1978), Knapp (1978), Birthwhistell (1985), Johnson (1986), Richmond et al. 



 
PRESENTER’S PAPERS 
 

 

390 

(1991), Pease (1996) shows the similarities in setting the function of nonverbal communication 

behavior, which are: 

a. Repetition function is repeating the idea which has done verbally, for example: teacher nod her 

head several times as a sign of student’s idea approval. 

b. Contradiction function is a rejection or different interpretation to a verbal message, for 

example: praise student achievement with crooking lips and saying “you are good”. 

c. Accentuation function is emphasized verbal message, expressing regret with hitting something. 

d. Complement function means to fulfill the meaning of verbal message. For example: a student is 

reporting an accident he sees (verbally), he tells the story with gesture and voice intonation 

which express how does he feels about the accident. 

e. Substitution function is replacing the verbal message, for example teacher praise the student 

with her thumb up. 

f. Regulation function is to managethe interaction in communication, for example:in a discussion 

a teacher can use her hand to show whose turn is stating the opinions. 

 

C. The Role of Nonverbal Communication in Learning 

Teacher has to know the role of nonverbal communication in learning because of two 

reasons; 1) teacher can be a better receiver of students’ messages, and 2) teacher is able to send 

positive signals to support students’ learning and at the same time can increase her skill to not 

sending negative signals which can block the learning (Miller, 2005).   

 Richmond et al. (1991: 270) states that the role of nonverbal communication in learning as 

important as verbal communication:  

The primary function of a teacher’s verbal behavior in the classroom is to give 

content to improve student’s cognitive learning.  The primary function of a teacher’s 

nonverbal behaviors in the classroom is to improve affect or liking for the subject 

matter. 

 Teacher who has skill of nonverbal communication can build affection and student’s 

participation in learning activity. If affection between teacher and student increase, student will 

like to listen, learn more and have positive attitude for school. Effective class communication 

between teacher and student is the key to build love of learning. As delivery strategy, teacher’s 

skill of nonverbal communication will determine the effectiveness of delivery message learning in 

class. 

 Galloway research (cited in Sprinthall & Sprinthall, 1990:339) successfully made a table 

called Galloway System which shows how teacher’s behavior on nonverbal communication give 

good direct influence and indirect influence toward students. Galloway System can be seen in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 Nonverbal Behavior: Galloway System 

 Teacher’s nonverbal that: 

 Facilitates student’s development Constricts student’s growth 

D
ir

e
ct

 In
fl

u
e

n
ce

 1,2  CONGRUENT 
Nonverbal behavior is consistent with 
words. 
No “mixed messages” are given. 
Body language demonstrates an 
appropriate range of feeling. 

INCONGRUENT 
Behavior contradicts words; for example, 
smiles when annoyed. Body language is 
overcontrolled. 
Feelings are rarely if ever shown 

 

3    IMPLEMENT PERFUNCTORY 



 
PRESENTER’S PAPERS 
 

 

391 

As teacher uses ideas of pupils, 
nonverbals are consistently 
encouraging; for example, leans toward, 
smiles. 

Noverbal behavior indicates no genuine 
interest in student ideas; for example, 
bored posture or facial expression. 

 

4. PERSONAL 
Teacher maintains face-to-face eye 
contact, is “connected” with the class, 
maintains a comfortable “psychological” 
distance. 

IMPERSONAL 
Teacher avoids eye contact; for example, 
talks to the floor or ceilling or maintains 
excessive distance. 

 

In
d

ir
e

ct
 In

fl
u

e
n

ce
 

5     RESPONSIVE 
Tone, pace of talk are designed to keep 
student interest. 

 

UNRESPONSIVE 
Teacher drones on and on, with little 
variation in tone, and screens out 
students cues. 

6    INVOLVE 
Nonverbal behavior encourages student 
participation in clarifying directions and 
rules. 

DISMISS 
Nonverbal behavior cues students to 
avoid participation. 

 

7    FIRM 
Nonverbal is consistent with firm 
language in controlling misbehavior. 

HARSH 
Nonverbal behavior is severe, aggressive, 
genuinely intimidating. 

 
(Source: Sprinthall & Sprinthall, 1990:339) 

 Galloway findings has two main implications, which are 1) teacher’s nonverbal behavior 

have indirect influence to the class atmosphere, as shown in point 5, 6 and 7; 2) teacher needs to 

pay more attention and realize her nonverbal behavior. A teacher can ask her colleague to do some 

observations, evaluation and check it with Galloway system. Richmond, et al.(1991) said that the 

effective of teacher nonverbal communication behavior can support student’s learning. This 

behavior is called nonverbal immediacy, means behavior as the collective influence from 

nonverbal communication behaviors. According to Richmond, et al. (1991),   “Immediacy is the 

degree of perceives physical or psychological closeness between people.”  The principle is “People 

are drawn toward persons and things they like, evaluate highly, and prefer; they avoid or move 

away from things they dislike, evaluate negatively, or do not prefer.”   

Teacher’s nonverbal communication can be said as immediacy or not can be seen at table 

2. 

Table 2  Chart of  The BehaviorImmediacy/NonImmediacy 

CATEGORY IMMEDIACY 
 BEHAVIORS 

NONIMMEDIACY BEHAVIORS 

Verbal 
Immediacy 

Pronouns like we, us.  Talk with others.  
Statements that infer liking (e.g., I like 
your dress). I really like that.  You are 
right. 

Use of you, you and I, I. Talk to/at 
others.  Guarded statements of liking 
(Your dress is OK). That’s dumb. 
That’s a stupid idea.  

Appearance Attractive; Clean, Neat; Informal 
clothing but not sloppy; Appropriate 
hairstyle. 

Unattractive; Dirty, Unkept; Formal 
clothing; Inappropriate/ unusual 
hairstyle. 

Gesture and 
Body 
Movement 

Leaning toward and another. Open 
body position. More gesture. More 
positive affect displays. Relaxed body 

Leaning away from another. Closed 
body position. Fewer gestures. More 
negative affect displays. Tense body 
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CATEGORY IMMEDIACY 
 BEHAVIORS 

NONIMMEDIACY BEHAVIORS 

position. Calm movements. Positive 
head movements. 

position. Nervous movements. 
Negative head movements. 

Face and Eye Eye contact and mutual gaze. Facial 
expressions that show pleasure. Smile a 
lot. 

Limited eye contact. Avert eye gaze. 
Facial expressions that show 
displeasure. Frown a lot. 

Voice Short pauses.  Few silences. Positive 
vocal inflections. Vocal variety. Relaxed 
tones (calm). Sound confident. 
Dynamic, animated, interested; Friendly 
vocal cues. 

Lengthy pauses/silences. Sarcasm.  
Monotonous, dull, irritated tones. 
Nasal. Harsh sounding. Sneering 
sounds. Bored, unfriendly vocal cues. 

Space Move closer to a person. Stand closer to 
a person. Sit closer. Orient more 
directly. Lean forward while seated. 

Lean away from a person. Sit farther 
away. Lean away/back while seated. 
Stand farther away. Indirect body 
position. 

Touch Touch on head, hand. Forearm, 
shoulder, Pat; Friendly handshake; 
Frequent touch; Hugging. 

Avoid or withdraw from touch. 
Clammy/distant handshake. Seldom 
touches. Slapping, hitting, striking 
another. 

Environment Warm, secure, pleasant environment. 
Soft colors. Moveable chairs. Moderate 
to soft illumination. 

Cold, distant, ugly environments. 
Bright illumination. Fixed seating. 
Ugly rooms. Ugly colors. 

Scent Pleasant, inoffensive scents. Familiar 
scents. Scents of one’s own culture. 
 

Unpleasant, offensive scents. 
Unfamiliar scents. Scents from other 
cultures. 

Time Short latency of response. Promptness. 
Spending more time with another. 
Spending time with another when they 
choose. 

Long latency of response. Delinquent 
about being on time. Spending little 
time with another. Often glances at 
watch/clock. 

Source: Richmond, McCroskey, & Payne (1991:224) 

 According to table 2, Richmond, et al. (1991) when someone tends to have immediacy 

nonverbal communication behavior, she will be able to do something as follows: 

 Improve the bound, relationship and affection in interpersonal relationship.  

 Approachable communication style 

 More responsive and be more understanding, good listener, able to make people 

communicate comfortably, someone who knows and understand other’s need. 

 Increase high solidarity 

 Lower the level of anxiety. Someone with immediacy nonverbal will looks relaxed and calm 

so they can communicate without feeling anxious. 

 Lower the status; a superior with immediacy nonverbal can be a good friend and closer to her 

inferior without losing power. 

 Considered as a competent communicator. 

 

In a real life, someone does not need to physically approaching someone else, but almost 

all the time she can communicate her feeling through nonverbal behavior. If someone’s nonverbal 

behavior can make her approachable, she is immediate. On the other hand, if someone is 

unapproachable, she is nonimmediate. 
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Quantum teaching model gives some understanding that supports the role of nonverbal 

communication in learning. The quantum learning put teacher as one of the factorthat influenced 

student success because teacher is a media to deliver learning content. According to Lozanov as 

cited in DePorter et al. (1999:114) the most effective things that teacher can do for her students is 

become a model about how to be a learner. To become a model for the students, teacher should 

have the ability to communicate well. Teacher’s saying and how to say it can influence the way 

students receive the material (curriculum). Different ways will give different influence. One 

important way to build a congruent communication is through effective nonverbal communication. 

Teacherbehavior innonverbal communication in quantum teaching plays a role that a 

teacher can teach more, faster, and increase teacher’s saying. This is only happen if a teacher can 

create a congruent communication. Meaning that, the teacher’s saying is important as the learning 

delivery strategy. A teacher can not show the importance of the material if her ways to deliver it 

not support it. Verbal and nonverbal language is congruent. If the teacher says “I am so excited” 

with seated position and head down, the students will not trust what the teacher said and trust more 

on a message that is sent through nonverbal behavior which means “teacher is not excited”. Now, 

compare it with a teacher who sit upright, clear view, breath from the chest, smile and said “I am 

so excited!” Body (along with the voice) is a messenger. Using different nonverbal communication 

tools (facial expression, body language, voice and gesture) effectively, teacher can deliver 

congruent message which can strengthen her communication in teaching. Congruent message is a 

message that has words, facial expression (including eye contact), body language, posture. 

Teacher’s face says the same things as her body and mind. The use of eye contact has to do 

continuously in order to build connections and high relationship between teacher and students. 

Always keep the eye contact with the students while talking to them. It can make students feel 

accepted and not be ignored. Do not look at the students’ head. The use of facial expression is 

smiling (DePorter, dkk, 1999: 124-128).   

 

Previous Study 

McCroskey, et al. (1996)made an instrument to measure the level of immediacy for the 

teacher which is called Perceived Nonverbal Immediacy Behavior Scale.  This instrument is the 

description of somechannelof nonverbal communication that is gesture, voice, eye contact, facial 

expressions, movement, body position.The Instrument devided into 10, that are: (1) Gesture while 

talking to the class; (2) Uses monotone/dull voice when talking to the class; (3) Looks at the class 

while talking; (4) Smiles at the class while talking; (5)  Has a very tense body position while 

talking to the class; (6)  Moves around the classroom while teaching; (7)Looks at the board or 

notes while talking to the class; (8) Has a very relaxed body position while talking to the class.; (9) 

Smiles at individual students in the class; and (10) Uses a variety of vocal expressions when 

talking to the class. 

The research conducted by Andersen (cited in McCroskey, et al, 1996) shows that 

immediacyis an effective learning behavior. Anderson concluded that“nonverbal immediacy”as 

the most important representative in a research of teaching effectiveness. Teacher’s nonverbal 

communication behavior which included in immediacy behavior is effective to support students’ 

learning. So, it can be concluded that more immediacy a teacher’s nonverbal behavior, it will 

create effective teaching behavior.Chesebro & McCroskey (2001) found out that immediacy 

nonverbal can reduce the apprehension. Apprehension can disturb learning effectiveness since it 

can limit the effectiveness of information processing (Wheeless cited in Chesebro & McCroskey, 

2001). The result of this research also show that students with apprehension will lack of effectivity 

in listening and information processing (Preiss cited in Chesebro & McCroskey, 2001). In line 

with this opinion Launa Ellison (cited in Dryden & Vos, 1999:304) states that “since the brain 

cannot pay attention to everything…boring or emotionally flat lessons simply will not be 



 
PRESENTER’S PAPERS 
 

 

394 

remembered.”    Thus, Stoke says that “80 percent of learning difficulties are related to stress.  

Remove the stress and you remove the difficulties” (cited in Dryden & Vos (1999:370). In other 

words, immediacy teacher’s role is to increase the brain function with decreasing the level of 

apprehension and stress in learning, which at the end can increase student learning outcomes. The 

assessment in Indonesian context conducted by Maniyeni (2001), Sitompul (2012) and Sitompul 

(2014) also found that teacher who has the traits of nonverbal communication. 

Phenomenology done by Friesen (2003) says that the development of nonverbal 

communication has an ability to create atmosphere pedagogy. The atmosphere pedagogic has the 

ability to create a relationship between teacher and students to create learning atmosphere. Friesen 

(2013) found that the ability of the computer interactive learning media is not supporting because 

of ontological obstacles. It means that teachers are different with another media and substitution of 

teacher’s role that have to be assessed deeper. The role of a teacher according to Degeng (1989: 

142-146) can be a motivator for the students, but at the same time, teacher destroy other students 

motivation. 

Conclusion 

 The learning activity is a communicative activity. So, a communication skill has to be 

learned by teachers, lecturers and everyone who involved in teaching and learning activity. The 

behavior of nonverbal communication has its own role in increasing the communication process in 

class. The experts have given their result that explained some effective communication of 

nonverbal behavior. In the current use of learning media with high technology (more interactive), 

teacher’s role in teaching and learning process should be considered. 
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