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APPLYING NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION
TO ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING IN VIETNAM

SUMMARY

Le Thi Thu Huong'
Coilege of Education - TN

Nonverbal communicatian (NVC) plays 2 very important role in mteraction with people. 111s hard
to say that we communicate effectively onky using verbal language without body language From
my awn experiences and observations as a teacher of Engbsh at Thaj Nguyen Unwersity of
Education, working with Vietnamese leamers’ partictlar leamning styles and watching students
struggle for words to express themselves more effectively, we have drawn certain conclusions
Why do we not Iry to use nonverbal communication {NVC) in general and bedy language
particular as a method for strengthening or reinforeing verbal communication”

Thus. all our efforts in this study will relate contemporary Iiterature on NVC and then attempt to
Propose some suggestions for teaching English learners in Vietmam.
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Generat Views on Nonverbal C

when ih

Language  studies traditronally have
emphasized verbal and written language. but
recently have begun o consider
communicatiors that takes place without
words Im some ntpes of commumication
people express more nanverbally .

Accorting to Schneller (quoted i Lynch,
1988 120). since the 19505 more attention has
been paid to NVC because of the realization
that verbal language 15 onls “one of the
various human comnmuncation channels”. As
csumated by Birdwhistell (cited in Condon
and Yousef, 1981). more than 60 percent of
human communication 1s carred out through
nonverbal language Therefore, NVC s seen
as undeniably imponant i communication.
either with in or across a culture

I Lustig s words (1996 187) “nowverbai

i rees lo vonvey a
or when attributes

o the nonverbal behaviour of ancther,
whether or not the person mtend 1o
4 ate a particular Levine
and Adelman (1993. 100) also share the view
when stating that “nonverbal
conummucational 1s sdeat language, inc luching
the use of gestures. facial expressions, eye
contact and conversational distances” By
giving these definttions. the three researchers
have focused on the characteristics of
nomerbal communication, 1ts  mulu

channeled process and its both subconscicus
and intentional occurrences However, they
see it as an umbrella term covering merely
nonlinguistic behaviours, which 1s nsufficient
to  depiet comprehensine picture  of
nonverbal communication This 15 precisely
because contemporan researchers on this
field have nsisted on the ewstence of

. ation 18 u nch led process
that v wsualhy performed 1 h o
npicatly mvolves u subtle set of nonl !

1 aspects of nons crbal

esacted
sabconscetsh Nomerbal  behenjour ¢on
become part of the compumicaton process

behaviowrs  thar  are  often
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o 10n namely paral B

Bastrom (1988 160) has a more general view
with higher consciousness of the presence of
paralanguage “direct fuce I Jace
communication has a large channel capaciy
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~ vt cwn send more than You can with a

With regard to communicative language

bing (CLT), at the practical classraom

writen message  This  add) !
cupuciy steas from the things that peaple do
while they are speakmg adopt various

pusittons,  take  different  actions, make
differens  movement, and produce subtle
variations with their voices” Robinson,

nesertheless. only points out the existence of
paral and bodsy | factors not
object language and environmental language
which has beeh proved theorerically and
practically 10 be indispensable in nonierbal
communication,

Nonverbal C ication in I
Teaching

In language teachmg, the rale of NVC has
loomed large  Mechrabian (quoted in
Wolfgang. 1984 177) has shown thar
teaching. “mrore frequent we of gestres has
leen  ussoctated wirh more  affiliative
clussronm syle which  elicis lking  and
cooperation frum others’ He also analyzes
how a teacher’s facaal expressiveness (such as
smllmg) altracts mare attention and responses
from students than her speech (p 161} Keith,
Tornatzhy. and Petugrew also find that the
more a teacher uses the blackhoard, the less
elfectne a class becomes due 1o an
msufficient amousnt of NVC  Grant and
Henntng  (eited by Schneller, 1o
Lynch.1988 124) observe that 82 pereent of a
teacher's messages come v 1a NVC. especally
vapressions of fechngs Wint and Wheeless
11999) find that whep teachers engage mn
nomverbally immediate behas (or. students are
more satisfied and learn more., They argue
that immediate  behaviors adopted by
classroom teacher, such as communicating
from 4 ¢lose distance, smiling, engaging in
<re contact. and making gestores, increases
the learners™ comtitment level Discussing
leammng styles, Stefam has abserved {hat
NVC s 2 subtle form of culture that can
Tacnvelh bapee
(p 352)

the learnmg  procese
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end, where a majority of activities in¢Jude
group work and pair work, NVC proves to be
quite necessary. The above mentioned teports
show that NVC plays an irreplaceable part in
classraom  atmaosphere  and suceessfil
learning Hence, teachers should be more
aware of the role NVC plays in teaching, ang
should try to turn the unconscious use of
NVC into a conscious one to make the class 3
more effective learning environment

Implications  for  English
Teaching in Vietnam

Language

Based on the above research and theory, we
can find that NVC is quite necessary for
better  English teaching and learning m
Vietnam, especiaMy at the tertiary level The
mam chailenges. however, is how to use NVC
most effectively in relationship to Vietnamese
learning  styles and cultoral backgrounds.
Under these circumstances, Huong (2002)

suggests that English teachers take the
following  steps  to improve  two-way
comiunicalion  belween them and their
students

Seating and Spatial Arrangements
Sommer (eited in Wolfgang, 1984:175) has
observed different effects on  classroom
behavior due to different seating and spanal
arrangement. “flighest student participation
has been observed gt the base of a U-shaped
configuraiion whenever the teacher is seated
apposite the ‘gap’ of the U™ because n th
Posiion, teachers can exchange more mutual
eve  cowntaci, promoling  more  studemt
umnolvement with class activities” Al present,
Vietnamese leamers of English have to attend
very large class (about 50-60 students) and
the narmal seating arrangement 1s fixed row
by row with a teacher’s desk facing the class
Therefore, bath teacher and students often
find 1t hard to communicate face-to-face with
cach other, a difficulty feln especially when
teaching the four skulls of speaking, Hstening,
reading, and writing
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As for this reason. classes should be broken
nto two or three groups, each taking a turn at
participating n these subjects Then students
would be able 1o choose their own seats and
have more contact with the teacher. The
teacher needs to stand in front of her desk m
make students feel more involved in the class
When possible, teachers should stand or move
among students during activities This would
€ncourage more students’ interaction because
the position of the teacher would make them
feel closer and more mecluded {Brooks, 1978).
Currently it 15 almost always the case that
students with hugher ability choose the front
rows, and the teacher more often foctses on
them These students consequently attract
more attention from the teacher and their
interaction counts for more. Teachers should
consider this fact and perhaps adjust seating
Arrangements an order o mix students of
different ability.

Use of Face and Eyes

In reference to kinesthetics or body
movement, posturc. and face and eye
movements. a teacher s able to encourage
student Interaction by using this sort of NVC
himself Therefore, a teacher should learn
how to use body language as & means for
cngaging  student participation n  class
discussions For example, a teacher can smile
fo encourage students to answer a question
when they are still uncerain Bayes (quoted
m Wolfgang, 1984:178) considers “swmiling to
he an element that fosiers a Supporfive and
non- threatening  classroom  cimate™ By
lookmg a student in the eye, a teacher can
undetstand @ pomt, or shows interest in the
lesson. Once a teacher frequently makes eye
contact, students will become more famihar
with 1t and they an turn will employ it o
sommunicate back to the teacher,

Gaze 1s another NV behavior for effective
classroom management and directions (Keith,
1974). I a teacher increases the use of gaze, she
15 able to reduce disruptions and mamntain order.

In Vietnam, teachers and students are usually
from the same cultural background, so both
sides are aware of what gestures and face or
€ye movements are suitabic in the classroom
context. If teachers are pioneers i this,
students will be influenced because they
congider their reachers to be models to
imitate. Hence, class interaction will improve
and leaming outcomes will be letter

Use of Gestures

Since they do not have encugh ability to
commanicate verbally solely m the target
language,  our  swdents  often  feel
uncomfortable and turn uncensciously  to
gestures Vietnamese English teachers should
make use of this tendency to model the use of
gestures in expression, especially 1o fill gaps
Some nseful examples include hand gestures
ta show directions and shoulder - shrugging
to express I don't understmd’ or “f on't
krow” to students so that they can be more
fluent 10 their NVC, which will in turn build
confidence in verbal communication

Teachers in Vietnam should be trained 1 how
to use NVC in therr classes Otherwise, they
may persist in their traditional thinkmg that
students come 1o ¢class and study passively to
gain knowledge. and that only teachers have 2
night to point. look, ar smile n the classroem
Facilities

Ancther 1mpertant pont to be raised here
concerns class $1zes and classroom facilities
Large class size has been a long running
problem in Vietnam. To use NVC effectively,
we need 1o reduce the number of students in
each class so that teachers can move around
more easily. gestures can be used more
comfortably. and facial expressions can be
observed more clearly by both teachers and
students. Classroom should be equipped with
a video recorder and a television, and lessons
an NVC should perhaps be the first use made
of them For example, a teacher can show,
without sound. films of NVC throughout the
world. Students can observe and try Lo build
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of the

real-world

among  students
NVC  m

up  awareness
sigmficance  of
communication.

Use of Communication Methodology

Lintlevood (2000 2)  asserts  that “dsian
students do not Itke only to {isien and obey the
teacher all the ime If a teacher knows how to
minate the process of commumcation, they
will respond activeh ” 1 believe the same 15
true of NVC. which 1s an important
consideration to bear in mind when using
CLT methodology. T completely agree with
Chan (1999) that not evenn Western teaching
wethod can be successfully applied in Asian
<onlexts (in this case, China) Therefore, we
should employ CLT wuth reference to the
Vietnamese  cultural  background of ocur
sludents. so that they can feel al ease when
moving around the class to work n groups of
pairs For example, after dividing a class into
small groups. teachers can use gestures such
as learning forward to each group, nodding
the head 1o show interest. and mo ing from
ETOUP 10 group ar pair to pair

Textbooks

There have not vet been any textbooks written
about the use of NVC teaching English at
the tertiary level sn Vietnam The Ministny of
Education and Traiming (MOET) n Vietnam
sheuld mvest more attention and resources e
textbeok design. especially those dealing with
the lour basic shills New books teaching
speaking skills. for nstance  could be
Musirated and shaped with NVC in mind,
bath tecal and cross-cultural

the above discussed 1ssues are Jjust some of
the many imphications of NVC far teachers
and learners of English at the tertiary level in
Vietnam It s my hope that the Vietnamese
gavemment will make a financral 1ny eslment
nthese types of training and teaching
resources But even in the absence of Iargc‘-
scale change. every teacher can mahe modest
but meaninglul methudology changes in
her his own Classroom

Conclusion

This study's discussion has shed light on the
effectiveness of highlighting the use of Nve
in the process of teaching and learning
English in Vietnam. Vietamese learners are
hard-working and teachable, and constitute 4
favorable audience for trying the above.
mentioned  methods.  Equipped  with
knowledge and skills regarding Nv(,
Vietnamese learners can employ 1t in dhejr
Jabs. a familiarity with NVC will help thern fee|
more at ease in expressing themselves g
mternational conferences. or in interacting more
naturally with native speakers of English

Future research in this area should focus on
how Vietnamese cultural or psychological
factors could help build up a more systematic
use of NVC, among learners on whick
patterns of NVC should be empioyed, and on
how much NVC, language teachers might vse
in relation to verbal expression

As CLT gains ground in Vietnamese English
classrooms, it will not be difficult for English
teachers to get used to the 1dea of using NV
in their reciprocal commumcation with
students | am convinced that once the new
method is started-as Jong as 1t is based on our
cultural trarts, which shape students’ thought
patterns and learning styles-it will become
quickly rooted and established, with many
positve effects on the quality of education.
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