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Non-verbal communication as a tool for disciplining students

1. Introduction

The word communication comes from the Latin “communicatio” and 
means an exchange, communication, conversation or transmission of messages 
(Kacprzak, 2015). It is described as a process through which one person trans­
mits information to another person through an appropriate medium. However, 
only 35% of the message is transmitted through words. The remaining 65% is in 
non­verbal sphere. According to psychologists, this part of communication ap­
plies to all human behaviour, attitudes and objects other than words that convey 
information and have a common social significance (Borg, 2011). It includes: 
physical appearance, body movement, gestures, facial expressions, eye move­
ment, touch, tone of voice and the specific use of time and space in the commu­
nication process. Non­verbal behaviour can strengthen, weaken or deny verbal 
signals, but more clearly reflects what one wants to achieve and shows the con­
tents of the unconscious motives, and as such it is often truer (Sikorski, 2013).

There are over a million of conscious and intuitive gestures. The inconsist­
ency of verbal and non­verbal communication can lead to confusion – the 
message can be difficult to decipher. It is often challenging to clearly distin­
guish verbal and non­verbal content. Speech is connected with many gestures 
that help in understanding the content, giving it greater clarity and legibility 
(Sikorski, 2013).

Non­verbal communication takes many forms and many experts classify 
it differently. J. Junova categorizes it by the body language, space and time, 
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J. Bonar – just like Palka – by appearance, kinetics (facial expressions, ges­
tures), the expression of spoken language. M. Dymek lists: the facial expres­
sions, gestures and other movements, body posture, touch, spatial behaviour, 
appearance and dress, and vocalization (Dymek, 1996).

However, the clearest classification is made by Harrison (cf. Matusiewicz, 
1979) who divides non­verbal communication into: 

 – proxemic, in which information is communicated through the appro­
priate use of space,

 – kinaesthetic, operating the movement of the body, for example ges­
tures, hands swings, grimacing, etc.,

 – paralinguistic, including different ways of expression, such as tone, in­
tensity, etc. (Matusewicz, 1979).

2. Teacher–student interaction

Non­verbal communication plays a very important role in the education 
process, primarily because it shows the true meaning and intention of the 
interlocutor. 

The school is the perfect place to master not only the curriculum but also 
good communication. The task of starting the interaction and showing the 
student how to listen and communicate lies on the teacher’s side. It is not easy 
and it is not always successful. What is good for one student is not necessarily 
good for another one (Kacprzak, 2015).

The teacher’s competences should include educational skills, especially the 
ability to hold a clear conversation and to directly communicate opinions 
and goals. It affects not only a good atmosphere in the classroom but also the 
development of sustainable attitudes towards others, outside the classroom 
as well.

A student who asks the teacher for help should see, not only through words, 
but gestures alike, that the teacher actively listens. The teacher should show, 
that he or she is interested in student’s problem. Spoken words should be ac­
companied by an appropriate body posture and gestures that inspire interest 
and focus attention in an attractive, aesthetic and moderate way (Mądry­
Kupiec, 2015).

In teaching both the methodological and substantive preparation is appre­
ciated, downplaying the importance of the teacher’s non­verbal behaviours 
on the effectiveness of the education (Dymek, 1996).
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Non­verbal behaviour of the teacher always takes place in a specific context 
set by the time and the type of roles performed by the participants of the con­
versation. The process of communication of the teacher with the students is 
characterized by a certain stability and continuity and it takes place at school 
within the strictly specified time, which makes it quite formal (Czerepaniak­
Walczak, 1993).

The teacher who is the sender of the non­verbal messages, transfers by them 
some specific content, at the same time watching and giving meaning to the 
non­verbal behaviour of the students, in response to their messages of this 
type (Jakubowska, 1994). Thus the teacher creates educational opportunities 
and affects the well­being of students in the classroom, discharges their inner 
emotional tensions, and – consciously or not – can create an atmosphere of 
nervousness, can create stress and the sense of danger. The teacher should be 
aware of what influence some of their non­verbal behaviour has and should 
work on its improvement (Mądry­Kupiec, 2015).

Garstka (1999) lists the elements of non­verbal communication and de­
fines their place in the teacher­student interaction, emphasizing the impor­
tance of employment of each behaviour by the teacher such as for example 
suitable facial expressions, which is like a mirror reflecting the mood and atti­
tude towards students. On the basis of facial expressions, we often make judg­
ments about interpersonal traits such as the tendency to behave in a domi­
nant way – severity and directness, or affiliative behaviours – politeness and 
warmth (Morreale, Spitzberg & Barge, 2010). 

The body posture is a reflection of the attitude towards others. It can show 
a person’s internal tensions and their mental state. The way of walking, stand­
ing, sitting down may reflect bias or roles played at any given time by the 
teacher, their ideas about themselves, self­confidence and the emotional state 
(Dymek, 1996).

Gestures, movements and the teacher’s facial expressions give emotional 
value to spoken words, emphasize their meaning, so they are easily under­
stood and remembered (Dymek, 1996).

The teacher’s movements can significantly influence the behaviour of stu­
dents, e.g. walking from one part of the room to another during task assign­
ment can cause the students to focus their attention on the teacher. On the 
other hand nervous walking back and forth can irritate and obstruct com­
munication (Mądry­Kupiec, 2015).



Konteksty Pedagogiczne   2(9)/2017

108 / Elżbieta Wolińska

One can generally assume that a teacher who uses a wide repertoire of 
movements, expressions and gestures deepens the contact with students. It 
does not protect him or her, however, against misunderstandings resulting 
from errors in sending and receiving messages. In the case of non­verbal com­
munication the gestures used should therefore have a clear shape, should be 
presented bluntly, evident in their expression and difficult to confuse with 
others (Sikorski, 2013).

The tone of voice carries emotional states and attitudes towards others. In­
tonation in turn indicates, for example, if the question is a friendly inquiry or 
a threat. Paralanguage or vocalization most often associated with speech is the 
non­verbal part of the message. Changes in the volume emphasize individual 
words and phrases (Dymek, 1996).

3. Non-verbal communication as a tool for disciplining students

The teachers who have developed the ability to use non­verbal communica­
tion as part of their professional development could apply it to change more 
than 40% of inappropriate student’s behaviour (Levin & Nolan, 2014).

The best non­verbal methods of maintaining discipline in the classroom 
include:

1) ignoring the inappropriate behaviour;
2) eye contact;
3) distance;
4) technique of signs.
The first discussed technique is the ignoring of the unwanted behaviour. 

This method works only for students who want to attract attention through 
their inappropriate behaviour (Kołodziejczyk, 2005).

If the student’s behaviour disturbs the order in the classroom in a signifi­
cant way, e.g. in the case of screaming or destroying objects – ignoring will 
not be an effective method. It should also be taken into account that improve­
ment usually does not occur immediately. Moreover, initially the student’s 
behaviour may worsen, especially when the teacher’s attention has been paid, 
so the “goal” was achieved. In this case, there is often escalation of misbehav­
iour (Kołodziejczyk, 2005).

Furthermore, while ignoring the misbehaving student, positive effects 
can be achieved by showing other students how to divert attention from the 
misconducting colleague. By teaching proper concentration on tasks and by 
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explaining the reasons for teacher’s response, expectations regarding the be­
haviour of the rest of the class in such situations are being defined.

In disciplining, the most important thing, however, is to give the student 
the opportunity to gain teacher’s attention the moment his or her behaviour 
improves. 

Another technique of non­verbal discipline is maintaining appropriate eye 
contact. The teacher sends a message in this way identifying the limit for un­
suitable behaviour: I see what you do and do not approve of this. I want you 
to change your behaviour (Levin, 2014).

For this method to work it is important to maintain the eye contact for 
a long time, supporting it with appropriate facial expressions, until the im­
provement of the student’s behaviour. Breaking the eye contact is perceived 
as surrender.

Many students seeing the teacher looking at them leave their current activi­
ties and join the work. But then they often return to their previous actions. 
So it is worth continuing your gaze for a moment. 

Tension caused by the eye contact depends on the distance which divides 
the participants of the confrontation. The greater the distance, the smaller the 
tension is, but with decreasing the distance – the tension grows.

Garstka (1999) listed five spheres of the distance between teacher and stu­
dent: the first is the public sphere, when a teacher sits behind a desk or walks 
up to the first benches. The second is the social sphere – the teacher moves 
around the desk and the closest seated students. The third is defined as a per­
sonal, while the fourth, when the teacher walks around the whole classroom 
is an intimate sphere. The fifth can be regarded as a sub­sphere, in which the 
teacher establishes physical contact with the students.

Psychologists emphasize the importance of physical distance be­
tween people involved in the communication process. The large distance 
between people conversing with each other gives them a sense of security but 
at the same time the relationship between them has an official character. On 
the other hand, trespassing into a very close personal sphere causes anxiety 
and discomfort. In order to discipline the students teachers can make good 
use of the distance separating them from the students in order to use and 
increase the strength of their influence (Kołodziejczyk, 2005).

Reducing the emotional distance between the teacher and the student in 
combination with other non­verbal techniques of discipline brings effective 
results. A special role is played by maintaining eye contact with the gradual 
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reduction of the gap between the teacher and the student. In this way, the 
teacher slowly increases the pressure on the student. Gentle, but smooth and 
not too quick, reducing of the distance plays an important role in this case, 
since the goal of educators is not to catch the student behaving in an unac­
ceptable way, but to draw the student’s attention and somehow force them to 
return to work (Kołodziejczyk, 2005).

Sometimes it happens, however, that despite maintaining eye contact 
and reducing the gap, this does not prevent misbehaviour. You can then try 
to reduce the distance separating the teacher and the student to the point 
where the sense of security is not threatened, or further come close to the 
border of the intimate sphere or even step into it.

The lack of eye contact and strict facial expression and monotonous voice 
often accompanying it are an expression of personal dislike for students. In 
response to this negative approach, students do not focus on the teacher’s 
message, and avoid entering into the interaction with the teacher, they do 
not ask questions and do not undertake conversation (Kołodziejczyk, 2005).

Another method of disciplining is the technique of signs, in which the 
teacher implements a specific gesture to signal the students what effect he or 
she wants to achieve. An example can be a finger pressed to the teacher’s lips 
to symbolize silence when the class is too loud. The essence of this method 
is learning the messages transmitted by these signs. While working with the 
class teachers can create their own system of signs which will be used to com­
municate with students in specific situations (Nolting, 2004).

It happens that by the inappropriate behaviour the student is trying to show 
the fear of problems at school, inability to reach the requirements and to adapt 
to the situation of the school and hence absorb the teacher’s attention and de­
stroy the course of the lesson. The basis for establishing a good teacher­student 
relationship is the proper non­verbal communication of the teacher, which ex­
presses openness, affection, respect and positive attitude towards the students 
and which is in line with what the teacher thinks and feels (Leathers, 2009).

4. Conclusions

The foundation of proper and effective communication between the teach­
er and the student is a calm dialogue, active listening, acceptance of feelings 
and emotions and their verbalization. All of this stems from one of the most 
important values – respect for another human being (Palka, 2003).
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Speaking of communication between the teacher and the student we think 
about establishing relationships of trust, respect, openness and honesty. All 
this can be served by the methods discussed in the article. Good relationships 
primarily affects the achievement of educational goals. Students who trust 
and respect the teacher will work harder and with greater openness to ensure 
themselves comfort in the sphere of education, willingness to learn and to 
eliminate the difficulties.

The teacher, by implementing the use of a comprehensive set of gestures, 
movements, facial expressions deepens the contact with the students, and 
thus, keeps the right atmosphere and discipline in the classroom. Incorrect 
sending and receiving the messages negatively affects the course of teaching. 
In the case of non­verbal communication, gestures used should therefore have 
a clear shape, should be plainly presented, evident in their expression and dif­
ficult to confuse with others.
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Non-verbal communication as a tool for disciplining students
Summary: The article contains considerations on how to use non­verbal com­
munication in order to maintain discipline during lessons or lectures. Verbal 
communication alone is often not enough to achieve the didactic objectives. 
Just like in daily communication, where the sphere of non­verbal communica­
tion is the most important part of the information transfer, in school it sup­
ports the effects of teaching and builds the teacher’s position and respect in the 
eyes of the students. Wise and experienced teacher skillfully uses gestures, facial 
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expressions and other non­verbal methods in teaching and education of his or 
her students.

Keywords: non­verbal communication, communication, gestures, facial expres­
sions, discipline

Komunikacja niewerbalna jako narzędzie dyscyplinujące uczniów
Streszczenie: Artykuł zawiera rozważania nad tym, jak stosować komunikację 
niewerbalną w celu utrzymania dyscypliny podczas lekcji czy wykładu. Sama ko­
munikacja słowna nie wystarczy, by osiągnąć założone cele dydaktyczne. Tak jak 
w codziennej komunikacji sfera niewerbalna stanowi najważniejszą część przeka­
zywania informacji, tak w szkole wspiera ona efekty nauczania oraz buduje po­
zycję nauczyciela i szacunek w oczach słuchaczy. Mądry i doświadczony pedagog 
umiejętnie stosuje gesty, mimikę i inne metody niewerbalne w nauczaniu oraz 
wychowywaniu swoich uczniów.

Słowa kluczowe: komunikacja niewerbalna, komunikacja, gesty, mimika, dys­
cyplina


