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It’s Not What You Say 
Understanding Nonverbal Communication 

Skill Level 
Intermediate 

Learner Outcomes 
The learner will be able to: 
• Understand that nonverbal

communication communicates more than
verbal communication.

• Model positive nonverbal communication
for listening and speaking.

• Value the importance of using effective
nonverbal communication.

Educational Standard(s) Supported 
6th, 7th and 8th Grade English/Language Arts 
8.L.KL.3
7.L.KL.3
6.L.KL.3

Success Indicator 
Learners will be successful if they: 

• Demonstrate the ability to use nonverbal
communication in a conversation.

Time Needed 
20 Minutes 

Materials List 
Copies of nonverbal communication cue 
cards (1 set) 

Introduction to Content
 

Authors 
Richards, Jennifer. Curriculum Specialist, 
Tennessee 4-H Youth Development 

Swart, James William. Graduate Assistant, 
Tennessee 4-H Youth Development 

Tennessee 4-H Youth Development 

This lesson gives students a quick 
introduction to the importance of 
nonverbal communication. Students 
observe good and bad examples of 
nonverbal communication and then  
have an opportunity to practice using 
their newly learned nonverbal 
communication skills.  

Introduction to Methodology
 This lesson starts by showing students an 
example of what it can look like when 
they use bad nonverbal communication.  
Students then see examples of good and 
bad nonverbal communication related to 
listening and speaking demonstrated by 
their peers. Students then practice these 
techniques with a partner, and then 
complete a Haiku explaining the 
importance of using positive nonverbal 
communication.  

Prepared using research based practices in youth 
development and experiential learning.   
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Setting the Stage and Opening Questions 
Say to the students: “We’re going to start today by looking at a picture.  
When I show the picture, I want you to answer this question, ‘What is 
Kim thinking?’” 
 
Display picture of Kim and Kayne at the basketball game found at this link: 
i.dailymail.co.uk/i/pix/2012/05/13/article-2143677-130FFAF0000005DC-
203_634x390.jpg 
Allow students to share their thoughts.  
 
Say to the students, “Today, we’re going to be learning about nonverbal 
communication. By the end of the lesson, you should be able to tell me 
why nonverbal communication is important, model some examples of 
nonverbal communication for speaking and listening, and understand 
that it’s not always what you say, but how you act while saying it.” 
 
“I’m going to now say three phrases. If you think the phrase is true, 
give me a thumbs up, if you think it’s false, give me a thumbs down. 

1. Nonverbal communication often communicates more than 
verbal communication. 

2. Nonverbal communication deals with how you are dressed and 
how you stand when talking to others. 

3. An important aspect of nonverbal communication is how close 
you stand to someone else while speaking or listening to them.”  

Tips for Engagement 
 

When students are 
demonstrating positive 
and negative nonverbal 
communication, you 
may have to prompt the 
class with what was 
happening with the pair. 
Some aspects may be 
hard for students to pick 
up on.  

Terms and Concepts Introduction  
• Nonverbal communication — Communication without words. It 

includes behaviors such as facial expressions, eyes, touching and 
tone of voice. This could also include how one is dressed, their 
posture and distance between individuals who are talking.  

Experience  
Say to the class, “Keep in mind how you answered each of those questions. We will come back to them later 
in the lesson. For this part of the lesson, I am going to need 10 volunteers.”  
 
Select 10 volunteers from the class and pass out one cue card to each student. 
 
“Our 10 volunteers will form five pairs who are going to demonstrate positive and negative nonverbal 
communication. Each group has one person who is speaking and another who is listening. Each group will 
have 30 seconds in front of the class to perform what they are told to do on their cue card. When they 
finish, we, as a class, will identify whether they were good or bad nonverbal communicators and listeners.  
Let’s get started with our first group.” 
 
Select one student who has a “speaking” card and one who has a “listening” card. Ask the students to do what 
their card asks, and then have the class vote using a thumbs up/thumbs down style voting for each pair of 
students. If you have longer than 20 minutes to complete the activity, you can discuss after each group what went 
well and what didn’t.  
 
Continue this process until all five pairs have gone.  
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Life Skill(s) 
 

6th Grade 
Send and receive information 
using speech, writing, 
gestures, and artistic 
expression. (Heart Relating) 
 
7th Grade 
Respond appropriately to 
communications from others. 
(Heart Relating) 
 
8th Grade 
Plan, organize and present a 
speech. (Heart Relating) 
 

Share 
Pass out the student handout to each student and say, “Now that you’ve 
seen some examples of good and bad nonverbal communication, 
you will have a chance to practice good nonverbal communication 
and listening. Everyone will need to find a partner and decide who 
will be the speaker first. That person will have 30 seconds to 
practice good nonverbal communication skills while speaking, and 
the other partner will have a chance to practice their good 
nonverbal listening skills. After 30 seconds, you all will complete 
the critique form for your partner, and then switch roles and 
repeat.” 
 
Students will now take turns practicing their nonverbal communication 
skills with their partners.  

Apply  
Say, “As our last activity for today, you are going to write a Haiku about the following topic.  
Remember, a Haiku is a three-line poem with five syllables in the first line, seven in the second and five 
in the third. Your topic for your Haiku is ‘Using nonverbal communication is an effective form of 
communication.’” 

Process  
After students have completed the role-play portion of the activity, have 
them share with their partner what they did well in terms of speaking 
and listening and what they can improve on. Ask the students to share 
with the class what nonverbal communication skills their partner did 
well, and which ones they can improve on, if their partner is 
comfortable with that.  

Generalize  
Say to the students, “Now, think back to the three questions I asked 
at the beginning. I’m going to ask them again to see if your answers 
have changed. Remember, thumbs up for true, thumbs down for 
false. 

1. Nonverbal communication often communicates more than 
verbal communication. 

2. Nonverbal communication deals with how you are dressed 
and how you stand when talking to others. 

3. An important aspect of nonverbal communication is how 
close you stand to someone else while speaking or listening to 
them.”  

 
Say, “You’ll be surprised to learn, all of those statements are true, 
which is why nonverbal communication is so important.” 
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Supplemental Information 
Educational Standards Met 

8th Grade 

8.L.KL.3 When writing and speaking, adjust style and tone to a variety of contexts; when reading or listening, 
analyze stylistic choices to determine context.

7th Grade

7.L.KL.3 When writing and speaking, choose precise language to express ideas concisely.

6th Grade

6.L.KL.3 When writing and speaking, vary sentence patterns for meaning, reader/listener interest, and style; 
maintain consistency in style and tone.
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It’s Not What You Say Cue Cards Cut apart and laminate for reuse 

S 
You are the SPEAKER 

While speaking to your partner, frequently roll 
your eyes and not look them in the eyes. 

L 
You are the LISTENER 

As your partner is speaking, shake your head in 
an up and down motion, signaling that you are in 
agreement with the speaker. 

S 
You are the SPEAKER 

While speaking to your partner, stand extremely 
close to them. 

L 
You are the LISTENER 

While your partner is speaking to you, cross  
your arms and tap your foot. Occasionally glance 
at the clock and appear annoyed with what they  
are saying.  

S 
You are the SPEAKER 

While you are speaking to your partner, pause 
every so often and allow them to process what 
you are saying.  

L 
You are the LISTENER 

While your partner is speaking, smile and 
maintain eye contact with the speaker.  

S 
You are the SPEAKER 

While speaking, vary the tone and volume of  
your speech. If you are talking about something 
very serious, speak at a low volume. If you are 
speaking about something exciting, talk at a  
high pitch.  

L 
You are the LISTENER 

While listening to your partner, mirror their facial 
expressions and body language. If they cross their 
arms, cross yours.  If they smile, you smile.  

S 
You are the SPEAKER 

While speaking to your partner, frequently smile 
and give them the sense that you are happy to be 
talking to them today.  

L 
You are the LISTENER 

While listening to your partner, play with your 
hair or look at your fingernails or down at the 
ground.  




