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W HY INCLUDE THE UNSPOKEN MEANINGS OF NONVERBAL 
BODY LANGUAGE IN TEACHING & LEARNING ENGLISH?  

As its primary purpose, spoken language attempts to convey meaning effectively.                        
The  unspoken “message of body language” has the same aim. The term refers to 
posture (usually standing or sitting), moves of body parts, hand gestures, and facial 
expressions. These are all important in nonverbal expression, especially of emotions                         
and attitudes. Body language even includes cultural factors such as personal distance                
or space, timing, eye contact, and the amount or degree of expressiveness or movement. 
Here are some reasons that the implied meanings of body language should be presented, 
discussed, and practiced in language and culture teaching and learning: 

 Language learners at all levels of proficiency often have difficulty understanding fluent, rapid, 
uninterrupted native-speaker speech, especially in media presentations, academic lectures, or 
involved discussions of complex issues. Attention to and understanding of nonverbal signals 
and expressions of meaning can help them get the main point or message.   

 The meaning conveyed through body language is likely to override the intended message of 
words, even carefully planned and clearly articulated oral expression. A discrepancy between 
speech and movements or facial expressions creates not only discomfort but often 
misunderstanding or mistrust. An apparent discrepancy between different kinds of body 
language is likely to confuse. That’s because generally, the nonverbal expression of emotions 
and attitudes leaves a much stronger impression than verbal attempts to verbalize.    

 The same body language can have different meanings or connotations—depending on  
accompanying facial expressions, tone of voice, timing, context, and other factors.                      
Conversely, different kinds of body signals can convey similar messages.  

 Some expressions of universal emotions—such as hunger, fear, happiness, sadness, love, 
etc.—are similar or comparable everywhere. On the other hand, culture-specific gestures                 
and movements may have different meanings in various places. In the wrong contexts, some 
body language can even convey unintended but insulting or offensive or dangerous messages.   

 Successful communication is such a complex process that both the initiator and the receiver 
need all they help they can get to convey meaning clearly, preventing miscommunication.  

Some body language signals are cultural, used and understood by most members of                      
a national or ethnic group. Others are confined to, or even spread by, certain age groups 
or small groups. Nevertheless, no two individuals behave exactly the same nonverbally. 
Body language expresses personality. It makes a difference in how a person interacts            
with and is perceived by others. Though 
perhaps not as complex or difficult to 
analyze as the range of meaning that can 
be expressed verbally, non-verbal body 
language is worth a great deal of 
attention. In the language and culture 
classroom, it deserves observation, 
analysis, discussion, and practice.  

 

two cartoon examples of contrasting body language 
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H OW CAN “BODY LANGUAGE” BE TAUGHT OR LEARNED? 
Like most language, body language is best taught or learned “in context.”                           

If facial expressions, body movements, and/or gestures are appropriately connected to 
speech and real-life situations, their meaning becomes easier for listeners and observers 
to interpret correctly. Therefore, the most effective and efficient ways to teach and learn 
body language must involve its meanings—both the intended messages and the “side 
effects” or “connotations” (suggested meanings) of expressions and movements.  

The most successful language learners tend to be accurate imitators—of native or near-
native speakers whose personalities and intentions they most admire or wish to emulate. 
For this reason, body-language lessons have to include visuals—drawings, photos, video,   
demonstrations, pantomime—and/or real movements, expressions, and gestures.   

Of course, the topic of body language lends itself naturally to discussions of culture, 
including the general similarities and differences in the nonverbal expression and 
understanding of various groups. It will naturally elicit “cross-cultural anecdotes”—
usually personal true stories about mistakes to avoid because they’ve caused past 
misunderstanding. And it will trigger instructive roleplay demos as well as amusing 
learning activities that will benefit all members of the class, including the instructor.  

Here are four very general suggestions for steps to follow:   
1. Present examples of body language to be observed, discussed, and/or practiced.                            

Some source materials are articles about body language or nonverbal communication and 
plenty of visuals—drawings or photos on handouts, cards, or transparencies, as well as 
videotaped segments (perhaps with the sound turned off) and live pantomime to analyze.  

2. Set up and monitor group or individual activities involving the meanings of body language.        
The topic lends itself easily to categorizing tasks, such as classifying visuals or descriptions                 
of nonverbal behavior according to (a) the body parts involved, (b) the connotation of  
expressions or movements (positive or negative), (c) general meanings of the expressions                  
or gestures in North American culture, (d) the universality or uniqueness of the language, etc. 
It’s also appropriate for matching activities—putting together examples of body language   
with similar and/or opposite meanings in North American culture or the world.  

3. Devise or have participants create printed or oral “quizzes”  that test learners’ knowledge                   
of body language vocabulary, such as descriptions or pantomimes of situations with multiple 
choices of appropriate reactions to each context.  

4. Have participants demonstrate their understanding of body language by constructing                          
(a) real or imaginary anecdotes illustrating nonverbal communication or misunderstandings 
(cultural gaffes) and/or (b) brief “skits” or role plays in which there are plenty of movements 
carrying (part of) the meaning of the interactions and situations.  

On the following pages are reproducible worksheets for class activities like those 
suggested above. They may be projected onto a screen, copied onto card stock and cut 
apart, reproduced as handouts, and/or used in other ways helpful to language learners, 
informal study groups, or organized language and culture classrooms.    
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THE GENERAL FEATURES OF BODY LANGUAGE 

O f course, the most important purpose of language is to express 
and communicate meaning. Not only spoken words and sentences 

have this objective, however. Nonverbal language gives information 
too. Especially, it expresses feelings, emotions, and attitudes. Also 
called “body language, it includes personal space and distance, body 
position in standing or sitting, body-part movements (of the feet, legs, 
trunk, shoulders, neck, head, etc.), arm and hand gestures, and facial 
expressions. All of these features can have meaning—either intended 
or unintended. They can lead to better understanding or to 
miscommunication.  
Some “body language” is universal. Often, people express basic 
emotions like hunger, fatigue, love, anger, or fear nonverbally.  Almost 
everyone understands the expression of such feelings without words. 
If we’re paying attention, we know if someone is too hot (sweating) or 
too cold (shivering). An emaciated person begging for food is very 
hungry or even starving. Hard breathing and trembling often indicate 
fear. Nodding off with closed eyelids probably means exhaustion or 
sleepiness. There are many unconscious or natural body signals that 
people worldwide can interpret without much knowledge of the culture. 
On the other hand, even basic emotions might be expressed 
differently in diverse cultures or countries. For example, North 
Americans usually associate smiling with cheerfulness, friendliness, or 
amusement. Some Asians, on the other hand, may smile or giggle when 
they feel uncomfortable or confused. In North America, exuberant 
laughter usually comes from someone that is feeling happy or joyous. 
But in other cultures, laughing loudly may brand someone as rude or 
boorish. In most of the world, crying generally indicates sadness or 
pain. At times, however, tears can be signals of deeply-felt positive 
emotions, such as love or understanding or joy. Even signals of 
emergencies, such as choking or a heart attack, can be misinterpreted 
by members of other cultural groups.  

INSTRUCTIONS: Read the first half of this article. Do you understand the main points?            
Then tell or write your answers to these questions:  
 In a few sentences, define nonverbal body language.   

What are some examples of easily-interpreted (universal) body signals? Why might these be 
misunderstood at times? 
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H ow can we observe, understand, or analyze body language?                     
One way is to begin with the most general features—like                             

(a) use of space, distance, and touch (b) eye contact or lack of it,                    
and (c) the amount of animation (movement, gestures, and facial  
expressions). Culture influences all of these, so misunderstandings 
among people of varied backgrounds can easily arise. Examples follow. 

In personal interaction, North Americans generally prefer more space  
than do people from Mediterranean and Latin cultures. When talking 
with someone from Greece, for instance, an American might back away 
to keep “normal” conversational distance. In contrast, the same 
American might move closer and closer to someone from an Asian 
culture, who is feeling uncomfortable at the American’s brash 
“aggressiveness.” Similarly, in casual social interaction Americans tend 
to touch one another less than Southern Europeans, Africans, or Latin 
Americans might—but more than people from some Asian cultures. 

In American culture, most people expect others to “look them in the 
eye” during an interaction. Why do they tend to distrust someone that 
avoids eye contact? Because they perceive that person as dishonest, 
evasive, uninvolved, or simply disinterested in them or the subject.              
On the other hand, intense staring makes Americans uncomfortable 
too. Subconsciously, others may interpret staring as a threat, an 
uninvited challenge, or an expression of anger. 

To members of quieter or more modest cultures, the amount of 
movement or animation displayed by people of other backgrounds can 
create discomfort. For instance, a typical American way of walking may 
give the impression of arrogance. Some Italians or Greeks or Hispanics 
might raise their elbows above the shoulders while talking, and others 
may interpret their movements as emotionalism or a hot temper. Why 
might someone find Chinese or Japanese people “cold,” “rigid,” or 
overly  polite and formal? Because Asians tend to keep their hands and 
arms still. They don’t usually show much emotion in their faces, either.   

The body language of various cultures may be quite similar—or very 
different in its meaning and messages.  

INSTRUCTIONS, CONTINUED:  Read the second half of the article. Tell or write your answers to 
these questions. Then give your opinions and ideas.  
What are three very general aspects of body language that may lead to cultural understanding 

or misunderstanding?   

What are the North American “norms” of personal space and distance, touching, eye contact, 
and amount of movement and gesturing in social interaction? Compare these norms to the 
“rules” and customs of other cultures.  
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SOME UNIVERSAL EXPRESSIONS OF EMOTION 
INSTRUCTIONS: The meanings of some kinds of body language are easily understood by 
people from diverse cultural backgrounds. In cartoons, here are 27 examples.  

 In a word or phrase, tell what emotion or feeling each picture represents. Here’s some 
vocabulary to choose from, but use your own ideas too. 

Tell the reasons for each of your answers. Describe the facial expressions, movements, 
gestures, and other feeling symbols from the cartoon.    

Can you draw simple illustrations that show universal feelings and emotions?                                          
If you can, do so. Show your drawings to others. Can they interpret your artwork correctly?                     
If not, tell a classmate how to pantomime (act out) each emotion. Describe the facial 
expressions, movements, and gestures in detail.  

 affection  desperation  frustration  surprise 
 anxiety  embarrassment  impatience  sleeplessness 
 anger  excitement  joy  thoughtfulness 
 comfort  exhaustion  love  warmth 
 confusion  fear  shock  worry 

   

   

   

1 2 3 

4 5 6 

7 8 9 
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10 11 12 

14 

16 17 18 

15 13 

19 20 21 

23 24 22 

26 27 25 
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SOME RELATIONSHIP POSTURES 
INSTRUCTIONS: On the next pages are 36 drawings of postures (positions) that signal 
certain messages or relationships in cultures around the world.   
Tell the “meaning” of each picture 1-36.  In mixed-up order, below the pictures on each page 

are some possible explanations to choose from.  Use your own words and ideas too.  

1 2 3 

4 5 6 

7 8 9 

a. AFFECTION: A girl bows slightly to kiss a young boy on the cheek.  
b. AFFECTION: A young couple walk with arms around each other.  
c. AFFECTION: A man’s arm is around his wife (or girlfriend or 

partner). Her head is on his shoulder.  
d. ATTENTION: A boy holds out a flag to get children’s attention.    
e. ATTENTION: Some school kids wave their hands. They want                 

the teacher to call on them. They want to tell an answer.  
f. CONVERSATION: Standing at arm’s length, two young women talk.   
g. CONVERSATION: Leaning against opposite doorposts, a man                   

and woman eye each other from a short distance.  
h. CONVERSATION: Facing in opposite directions, two men are seated          

on a bench. They turn toward each other to talk.  
i. DEPARTURE: With their arms around each other, a couple waves       

goodbye to some visitors.  
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j. DEPARTURE: Two old men are standing face to face. They touch            
the fingers of both hands—right hand to left hand.  

k. DISSENTION: A group of people are looking and pointing in diverse 
directions. Probably, they’re disagreeing about something.   

l. FORMALITY: Their hands in their laps, family members sit stiffly           
on a bench. They are all facing forward.     

m.GREETING: Facing each other, two courteous men bow in respect.  
n. GREETING: With open arms, a woman offers a child a big hug.              
o. HOSTILITY: With folded arms, two boys “face off” against each 

other. They’re going to argue or fight.  

p. GUIDANCE: A man pulls along a boy by holding his hand.  
q. INTIMACY: A man and woman look lovingly into each other’s eyes. 

They touch glasses and hands.   

r. INTRODUCTION: Gesturing toward a friend, a woman introduces 
him to her boss. The two men reach out to shake hands.   

16 17 18 

10 11 12 

14 15 13 
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s. OPPOSITION: A mother and daughter pull in opposite directions. 
t. OPPOSITION (HOSTILITY): A man leans forward to “get into                  

the face” of another man.  He has an aggressive posture.  
u. PASSION: A bride has one hand behind her groom, kissing him.    
v. PROPOSAL OF MARRIAGE: In a romantic, old-fashioned way, a man 

gets down on his knees.  He asks a woman to marry him.  
w.PROTECTION (CARETAKING): An older man helps his wife put on               

her coat. He holds it spread out behind her shoulders.    
x. PROTECTION: A mother carries her infant in front of her.  
y. PROTECTION: A father cradles a baby in his arms.  
z. PRIDE: An official puts his hands on some successful                   

schoolchildren’s shoulders.  He congratulates them.  
aa. RESPECT: A boy bows when handing an older person a flag.  

   

   

   

19 20 21 

22 24 23 

25 27 26 
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bb. RECONCILIATION: A young man has his hands on the shoulders of 
two of his friends.  He wants them to get along with each other.   

cc. ROMANCE: Following tradition, a man carries his bride over the 
threshold of their new home.  

dd. STORY TELLING: A man spreads his arms to “take in” his audience. 
ee. SUBSERVIENCE: In ancient times, a woman bows down to place an 

offering at the feet of a king.  
ff.SYMPATHY: A woman is holding one of her husband’s hands. Her 

other hand is on his cheek and neck. She wants him to feel better.   
gg. THIEVERY: A pickpocket has his hand in another man’s back pocket.  
hh. TRANSPORTATION: A man walks with his daughter on his shoulders.  
ii. TRANSPORTATION: A woman carries her baby on her hip.  
jj.  VICTORY: Winning teammates show joy in various ways. They lift up 

a player and show their trophy. They wave their rackets in the air.   

   

   

   

33 

28 29 30 

31 32 

34 35 36 
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U SING THE NON-VERBAL IMAGE CARD DECKS A-M AND N-Z: 
“MEANINGS OF BODY LANGUAGE” 

Accompanying this Activities & Ideas Book are two 52-card decks of words and photos.  
Below the picture on each card is the probable “meaning” of each facial expression or 
movement. Instructions for “acting out” the non-verbal message follow.  

Like traditional decks of playing cards, the “Meanings of Body Language” visuals are in 
sets of four. Card Deck A-M contains 13 different four-of-a-kind 
sets.  The possible meanings of the 13 sets are the feelings they 
represent.  Each begins with a different alphabet letter:  

N egative (No!) 

O ffensiveness 
 

P raise, Self 

Q uestioning 

R eligion, 
Respect 

S urprise/
Shock 

T hreat 

U nhappiness 
 

V ictory/
Winning 

W orry 

X = Kissing 

Y es! 

Z zzz = 
Sleepiness 

In thirteen more sets of four-of-a-kind, Card Deck N-Z presents emotions and other 
abtractions beginning with the letters of the second half of the alphabet: 

A set of four matching cards from Deck A-M.   

A nger 
 

B oredom 
 

C raziness 

D anger/Drama 

E mbarrassment 
 

F un/Joking 

G reetings 

H ello 
 

I mpatience 

J oy/Congra-
tulations 

K ids, Gestures 
for 

L istening/
Loudness 

M oney 

Because of the design of “Meanings of Body Language” Card Decks, made clear               
by the numbering of the cards (A1, A2, A3, A4, B1, B2, etc.), they can be used in 
competitive card play. Simple, classic children’s card games often require players to             
do no more than to match cards of pairs or sets of four—and/or to sequence cards.                       
Some examples are “Pig,” “Old Maid,” “Concentration,” “Snap,” “Snip, Snap, Snorem,” 
“Go Fish,” “I Doubt It,” and others.  Simply by playing, participants will learn some of the 
vocabulary of body language, while associating the words with captioned photographs.  

Suggestions for adapting card-game  
rules, which are easy to find online,  
can be found in Authors & Editors’ 
How-to Teaching Resource Creative 
Card Decks & Games.  

 

ANGER:  Open your 
mouth to show your 
teeth.  Look mean.   

  

ANGER:  Slice the 
crossed hands apart 
to end the argument.    

 

ANGER:  Punch a fist 
into the palm of 
your other hand.    

ANGER:  Clench your 
teeth. Show your 

clenched fist.    

A1 A1 A2 A3 A2 A3 A4 A4 
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To encourage even more efficient, effective use of Card Decks A-M and N-Z for 
educational purposes, here are ideas for activities that focus on the content of the cards:   

1  Categorizing Non-Verbal Expressions and Movements           
According to Meaning 

Divide one or two decks of “Meanings of Body Language” cards into sets of four               
(A1, A2, A3, A4; B1, B2, B3, B4, etc.). Provide each group with the number of “quartets” 
equal to the number of participants. For example, four players should receive 16 cards 
(four sets of four matches), a six-person group gets 24 cards, and so on.  

A. One person in each group shuffles the cards and deals them out one at a time.                 
Each player gets four. In their hands, participants put together the “matches”— 
cards with the same letter of the alphabet illustrating similar or associated meanings. 
For example, someone with 2 or 3 “Anger” cards puts them next to one another.              
(In most cases, all 4 photos that belong together show the same person, so 
beginners that don’t read quickly will be aided in their matching by the picture.)  

B. At a signal, all players “discard” one of their cards, preferably one that has no 
matches in their hands. To do so, they pass the unwanted card to the participant                
on their left. This simultaneous card passing continues until one player has four                      
of a kind—that is, a set of cards with “meanings” that all begin with the same letter.   
That person places his/her set face down on the table while the others continue 
passing their unwanted (non-matching) cards around the circle. After a short time, 
everyone should have collected four card image that illustrate the same emotion.  

C. In turn and without words, each person pantomimes (acts out) the feeling or 
meaning illustrated by his/her set of cards. Observing participants name the idea                 
or concept they believe the “actor” is trying to express. To reveal their reasoning, 
they describe the body language (expressions, movements, gestures) they see.   
Each observer then pantomimes the same or a similar emotion in another way.   

D. The group may then discuss the expression of that abstraction.  Here are some      
possible questions to answer: In what situation might each emotion or feeling be 
appropriate or common?  Explain why. Do all the examples of body language have 
exactly the same meaning in all situations? If so, how? If not, why not? Do these 
particular expressions or movements have the same or different meanings in 
participants’ native cultures? Explain the similarities and differences.  

E. When the class reconvenes, each participant repeats Steps C and D for the large 
group, again showing examples of each kind of body language and interpreting them.  
That person might even give a short “presentation” on his/her particular kind of   
non-verbal expression.  For example, a participant presenting the emotion of 
“Anger” might describe situations in which the facial expressions, movements,                        
and gestures would be appropriate and helpful. With words and illustrations,                           
he/she could compare the expression of anger in two or more cultures.  
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BOREDOM:  Let your head 

B1 B1  

BOREDOM:  To twiddle your 

B4 B4  

BOREDOM:  Begin to yawn, 

B3 B3  

BOREDOM:  Lean your head 

B2 B2 

The photographs in this set of four images from “Meanings of Body Language” 
Card Deck A-M show various possible ways to express the feeling of boredom. 

All the pictures are of the same person against the same background.   

2  Identifying & Comparing Expressions of Body Language 
 Divide one or two decks of “Meanings of Body Language” cards into sets                     
of four (A1, A2, A3, and A4; B1, B2, B3, B4, etc.). Provide each group of 4 to 8  

learners with the numbers of sets of four-of-a-kind equal to the number of participants. 
The cards should be shuffled and placed face down on the table or playing surface.  

A. One person picks up the top card of the face-down deck and looks at the photo and 
words. Without showing the card face, that player pantomimes  the facial expression 
and/or movement illustrated by the image. (Alternatively, he/she could explain the 
expression or gesture, telling others how to create it.)  

B. If everyone (or most observers in the group) identifies the meaning or performs                 
the body language of an image correctly, the performer or explainer keeps the card.       
Alternatively,  the learner that first interprets the photo correctly can “win” the card.  

C. Each group goes through its deck of cards in this way until all cards have been 
distributed. The winner of the “round” is the person with the most cards.  

D. Everyone shuffles his/her own pile of cards. They place their stacks face down in 
front of them on the table. At a signal and simultaneously, all learners turn over                  
the top cards of their stacks and imitate the illustrated body language. While 
“acting,” they look around to see if any two, three, or four pantomimes “belong 
together”—that is, if they signify a similar emotion.  The first person to identify a 
“non-verbal meaning match” wins all the relevant cards—if and when he/she can 
explain how they fit together.  The player with the most cards wins the round. 

E. As a whole-class follow-up to this activity, each group in turn can sit or stand in               
front of the room. At a signal, everyone simultaneously pantomimes or acts out                  
the meaning of his/her top card. Observers tell how many “actors” are                  
illustrating the same emotion, feeling, or abstraction. 

Alternatively, all the actors of a group pantomime the same meaning in different 
ways. Observers identify the emotion or feeling that is being portrayed and tell                   
the reasons for their answers. Discussion can follow.  
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3 Positive, Negative, or Neutral? 
Provide each pair of learners with a small deck of “Meanings of Body Language” 
cards, of at least 20 different images. Cards can be taken from any or all of the 26 

matching quartets. Using images as “flash cards,” participants quickly go through their 
decks, identifying each emotion,  expression, or gesture as “positive” or “negative.”   
Abstractions are “open to interpretation,” so here are suggested general classifications: 

A. The cards are divided equally between the two players. Both shuffle their short 
stacks, placing the cards face down on the table. At a signal and at the same time, 
both look at the faces (images) of the top cards on their stacks. They pantomime  
the gestures, act out the body language, and/or explain their image and its meaning.  

B. If both have presented positive or negative or neutral kinds of body language, they 
place those cards in a face-up stack. They continue turning over cards and 
presenting or discussing the connotations of body language in this way. 

C. If one player turns up a “positive” image while the other shows or describes a 
“negative” one, the first “wins” all cards in the second person’s turned-up stack.                     
A “negative” image “wins” over a “neutral” one, and a “neutral” over a “positive” 
one.  When time is called, the player with the most collected cards wins. 

D. In a simpler version of the same type of activity, the “neutral” classification is left 
out; all  images are judged either “positive” or “negative.” The two participants 
“collaborate” by trying to “match” their partners’ positive or negative body 
language.  To do so, they hold all their cards in their hands. At a signal, they                 
both choose an image to imitate or show. An observer or two act as “scorekeeper.” 
If both come up with a positive—or a negative—expression or movement, they 
score a point. However, if one chooses a positive facial expression or movement 
while the other demonstrates or displays a negative one, they subtract a point from 
their team score.  When time is called, the pair with the highest score wins.  

E. As a whole-class follow up to such activities, learners can react to questions like:             
Do some emotions (expressions, movements, gestures, etc.) have inherently positive 
(or negative) connotations? Can “neutral” facial expressions or movements express 
positive (or negative) feelings? How? What is the role of non-verbal language in 
expressing personality or character? How could (or should) non-verbal expressions 
of meaning be used in productive (or destructive) ways in communication?  

Positive + Neutral  
fun 
greetings 
hello 
joy 
kids (except 

“shame on you”) 

religious 
respect 

victory/
winning 

X = kiss 
yes  

anger 
boredom 
danger 
embarrassment 
impatience 
no 

shock 
threat 
unhappiness 
worry 

craziness 
listening/loudness 
money 
praise, self 
questioning 
zzz = sleepiness 

Negative - 
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4 Communicating Non-Verbal Meaning Quickly 
Each pair of learners or team gets a deck of “Meanings of Body Language” cards 

of the same size, with at least 8 cards each, compiled from any or all of the available 26 
sets of four. Teams can compete against one another at the same time (with others  
watching as “judges”) or one at a time in front of the class. 

A. One participant in each pair holds all the cards in a stack so that the images                 
cannot be seen by his or her teammate.  One by one, the “actor” pantomimes                   
the facial expressions and gestures for his/her observing partner, who tries                    
to describe what the first player is doing and explain its meaning.  Whenever                              
a “judge” deems an answer correct, the actor goes on to the next image.                                
If the observer can’t respond correctly to a pantomime, the “presenter” can                     
put the difficult image in a separate pile, coming back to it later if time allows. 

B. The object of the game is to get through the deck within a specified length of                  
time, with all the examples of body language correctly described and interpreted.               
If more than one “team” perform at the same time, the winner is the pair that 
presents and guesses the meanings of the most cards correctly within the time limit. 

C. With the same or different short stacks of body-language image cards, pairs of 
teammates can reverse the guessing process. Instead of pantomiming or acting              
out each visual image, the second presenter describes each facial expression or 
gesture to his/her partner, who “illustrates” it with the appropriate posture or 
movement. Again, one or more “judges” assess each response as correct or 
incorrect. Again, the presenter (describer) may relegate difficult images to a 
separate stack to return to if there is time. And again, the “winner” of the game                    
or a round is the pair that first completes the entire stack or that gets through                  
the most cards within the pre-specified time limit.  

D. In a whole-class version of these action and observation activities, each individual 
can be presented with a body-language image card in turn. That player has a                  
specified length of time, perhaps 30 seconds, to either pantomime the expression   
or gesture or describe it in words. That person’s “score” depends on the number                
of observers that correctly interpret the meaning, perhaps by writing it down.  

E. These steps may lead naturally to discussion or responses to questions such as:  

 Which facial expressions and body postures always (or usually) have the same or 
similar meanings?  Explain how or why. 

 Which expressions and movements have 
different meanings in various contexts,  
combinations, or cultures? Give examples. 

 What are some other non-verbal ways of 
expressing the same and opposite feelings 
throughout the world? 

 (other questions about body language)  

 

CRAZINESS/FOOLISHNESS: 
Rotate your forefinger                     
in a small circle around 

your ear.  

 

CRAZINESS/FOOLISHNESS: 
Point your thumb 

sideways toward the 
“crazy” person. Laugh.  

C3 C3 C2 C2 
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C ard Deck & Activity Preparation or Follow-Up: 
Individual Assessment, Homework, & Review  

To benefit optimally from educational activities or games, some students may want or 
need preparation—summary of relevant concepts, presentation or practice of useful 
vocabulary and grammar, etc. Many appreciate individual follow-up and review of the 
covered material, taking advantage of study and reflection time. And still others like  
having something in their hands to take home—usually handouts with visuals and words 
they can look at and read again and again, discuss with friends and family, and so on. 

For these ends, large board or screen displays and handouts can help!  On the next 
pages are reduced-sized reproductions of the photos on the 104 cards of “Meanings of 
Body Language” Card Decks A-M + N-Z, accompanied by descriptions of the “action.” 
Except for the last one, the pages can be reproduced two at a time—that is, page 20 
with page 21, page 22 with page 23, and page 24 with page 25. To save paper, pages 
22 and 23 can be reproduced on the back of pages 20 and 21, with page 26 on the 
reverse of pages 24 and 25.  That way, all of the photos and accompanying text will 
appear on only four transparencies or two double-sided handouts.  

How can the material be used to maximum advantage in lesson or activity preparation 
and/or follow up? Here are a a few suggestions: 

 Students can cooperate in matching sentences with photographs. (See Step 1 of the 
instructions on the next page). Groups can “compete” in completing the task quickly.  

 Again in groups, students can review and learn language to be associated with                           
non-verbal behavior. Covering the sentences that accompany each set of four photos, 
they can describe and talk about the body language in each picture, as directed in Step 2. 
They can monitor and comment on one another’s use of language.  

 In cooperative learning form, they can follow the instructions in Steps 3 and 4,                       
discussing and comparing the meanings of similar and different kinds of body language. 
Each group can prepare and practice a “presentation” for the whole class. For instance, 
they can summarize the most useful or memorable points of their conversation. Or they 
can choose one or more emotions or feelings as a “sub-topic” to focus on and tell the 
whole group what they have come up with in that regard. Transparencies, computer 
projections, and large-board displays are useful in small-group presentations, of course.  

 Finally or alternatively, the material can be used for individual writing activities, perhaps 
assigned as homework. After matching the photos with the sentence descriptions of their 
content, students can answer some or all of the questions included in Steps 3 and 4 of 
the instructions. Or they can answer more challenging questions such as (a) Which kinds 
of body language do you most often use? In what situations? How do others usually react 
to your non-verbal expressions and movements? (b) What kinds of body language do you 
notice in others? How do they make you feel? Are there any kinds of non-verbal behavior 
that make you particularly comfortable or uncomfortable?  Explain your reactions.  



© Authors & Editors, 10736 Jefferson Blvd., #604, Culver City CA 
90230-4933.  E-Mail info@2learn-english.com. WORKLIFEENGLISH.com   20 

INSTRUCTIONS: There’s a vocabulary of body language, of course—words to describe 
non-verbal behavior. Here are 26 multiple-choice items about the possible meanings of 
the facial expressions, movements, and gestures in the photographs.    
To match each correct sentence to its photo, write the Numbers 1-4 in the boxes.  

Cover the sentences. In your own words, describe the body language of each photo.                   
Explain its meaning. Tell a possible situation for each expression, movement, or gesture.  

How do you express each of the 26 meanings (emotions or feelings) non-verbally?                              
With facial expressions, movements, and gestures, demonstrate.  Can others interpret                  
your pantomimes correctly?  

Compare ways of expressing each of the 26 meanings in various situations and cultures.  

THE LANGUAGE OF BODY LANGUAGE 

A NGER. “I trusted you, and you 
cheated me out of a lot of 

money,” a man yells at someone.  
1. He clenches his teeth and shows his 

clenched fist. 
2. He punches his fist into his other hand. 
3. He opens his mouth to show his teeth. 

How mean he looks! 
4. He crosses his forearms. With 

determination, he pulls them apart. 
This gesture means “cut.” It ends             
the argument.  

B OREDOM. It’s late. The meeting 
goes on and on and on. I can’t 

focus anymore. I’ve lost interest.  
1. I don’t have a pillow, so I lean my head 

on my hand. I half close my eyes so I 
can sleep.  

2. I need to yawn, but I won’t. But you 
can see me suppress the yawn.  

3. My head droops forward. My mouth 
droops open. I’m sooo tired. . . . 

4. I twiddle my thumbs. (I rotate them 
around each other). This means, “I 
have nothing to do.”  

 

3 1 

 

  

  



The Meanings of Body Language: Teaching & Leaning Non-Verbal 
Communication Through Facial Expressions, Body Movements, & Gestures 21 

F UN. I want to amuse some small 
children and have a good time. 

1. I put my thumb on the tip of my nose 
and wiggle my fingers.  

2. With my thumbs in my ears, I wave                    
my fingers.  

3. I stick out my tongue in a playful way.  
4. I make a very silly face.  

D RAMA. My sister-in-law is telling 
an exciting story.  

1. With her eyes and mouth open, she pats 
her heart. It’s beating so fast! 

2. In anticipation, she rotates her palms.  
3. She presses the back of her hand to her 

forehead. How dramatic! 
4. Screaming, she puts her hand to her 

throat.   

E MBARRASSMENT. “Why did  I say 
such a thing,” my mother thinks. 

“I’m so embarrassed.” 
1. She covers her mouth with her hand.  
2. She covers her face with both hands.  
3. With her mouth wide open, she slaps   

her cheek.  
4. With her forefinger, she pretends to 

shoot herself.  

C RAZINESS. My brother-in-law is  
making fun of my foolishness.  

1. He bounces his forefinger off his temple 
several times.  

2. Laughing, he points in my direction with 
his thumb.  

3. Exasperated, he rolls his eyes upward.  
4. He makes a circle around his ear with his 

finger. This means, “She’s nuts.”  
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J OY (CONGRATULATIONS).                       
Your sister has told you great 

news. She’s getting married.  
1. You pat her on the back.   
2. Laughing, you clap your hands.  
3. Excited, you jump up with your arms 

high in the air.  
4. In thankfulness, you raise your arms and 

face upward.  

H ELLO.  A young woman wants 
to greet her classmates.  

1. She tips her cap in greeting.  
2. She reaches out to embrace a friend.   
3. She stretches out her right arm to 

offer a handshake. 
4. She raises her arm and spreads her 

fingers to say “Hi.”  

I MPATIENCE. My brother is in                   
a hurry, but I’m talking to him.  

1. He taps his fingertips one by one on                  
the table. 

2. He jiggles his upper leg back and forth.  
3. He leans forward from his chair and 

starts to get up.  
4. He taps his foot on the floor. “When will 

she stop talking?” he thinks.  

G REETING. Students from 
different cultures show ways   

of greeting people. 
1. A Buddhist bows deeply from the waist.  
2. A monk puts his hands together and 

bows his head slightly.  
3. Two young women shake hands.  
4. A woman demonstrates a curtsy,                          

a respectful greeting for royalty.  
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N EGATIVE (NO!). A woman 
doesn’t want to accept an 

offer.  
1. She shakes her head back and forth.   
2. She crosses and uncrosses her hands. 
3. She shakes her raised forefinger back 

and forth.  
4. She holds her thumbs downward.  

L ISTENING/LOUDNESS. My father 
can’t hear well, but he doesn’t 

like loud noise, either.   
1. He cups his hand to his ear to hear. 
2. He holds his finger to his lips. “Shhh.”  
3. He holds his ears with his hands.                     

This means, “I can’t stand the noise!”   
4. He presses his palms downward.                      

This means, “Lower the noise.”  

M ONEY.  It’s time for a guy to 
pay the bill at a restaurant.  

1. He rubs his thumb to his fingers.                    
This means, “It’s about money.”  

2. With empty hands and pockets, he                     
shows he has no money.   

3. He holds out his hands to get cash                   
from his friend.   

4. He raises a finger to call the waiter.   

K IDS, GESTURES FOR. A grand-
mother is taking care of her        

two grandchildren.  
1. She holds their hands.   
2. She pats one child on the head.  
3. She holds the baby in her arms to 

protect him.   
4. She shakes a pointed finger at the baby. 

She says, “Shame on you.”  
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R ELIGION. A  woman goes to 
church to pray.  

1. She kneels with her elbows on a bench. 
She touches her forehead to her hands.  

2. She presses her palms together and 
bows her head.  

3. She raises both arms to the heavens.  
4. She crosses her hands in front of her.   

P RAISE (SELF). My son won a prize! 
He’s proud of himself.   

1. He blows on his fingernails and polishes” 
them on his shirt.  

2. He “bounces” his fingertip off his 
temple. “How clever I am,” he thinks.  

3. He pats himself on the back. “You did a 
great job,” he tells himself.  

4. He “chalks up a point” by licking his 
forefinger and holding it up.  

Q UESTIONING. My husband 
doesn’t know what’s going on.  

1. He puts his hand on his chest. “Are you 
talking to me?” he says. 

2. He raises a finger halfway to say 
something. He starts to say, “Uh. . . .”  

3. He squints his eyes and scrunches up his 
nose. This means, “Huh?” 

4. He scratches his head. He’s thinking.  

O FFENSIVENESS. A man  is 
disgusted by the smelly garbage 

in the street.   
1. He holds his nose.  
2. He wrinkles up his nose.   
3. A car almost hits him. He makes an 

obscene gesture. (This is dangerous!)  
4. He puts his nose and chin in the air. 

What a snob he is! 
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V ICTORY.  Some relatives have 
won a game with teamwork.  

1. High in the air, they slap their palms 
together in a “high five.”  

2. One guy slaps his downward palm on   
the other’s upward palm.  

3. He raises two fingers in a “V” sign.  
4. Happily, he shakes his clenched fists in 

the air.  

T HREAT. A woman doesn’t want 
you to come any closer.  

1. She shakes her forefinger at you.  
2. She shakes her fist at you.  
3. With her hands, she shows she wants                

to strangle you.  
4. She stares and stares at you without 

blinking. When will you go away? 

U NHAPPINESS. A worker is very 
unhappy about being fired.  

1. He pulls down the corners of his mouth 
in a frown.  

2. To pout, he pushes the lower lip out.  
3. He sniffs and catches a tear at the 

corner of his eye.  
4. He rubs his eyes and cries.  

S URPRISE/SHOCK. A woman can’t 
believe what she is seeing.  

1. She drops her jaw and pulls back her 
chin.  

2. She opens her eyes very, very wide.   
3. With open eyes and mouth, she slaps  

her cheek with her palm.  
4. She covers her face with both hands. 

Now she can’t see anything! 

  

  

  

  

  

  



© Authors & Editors, 10736 Jefferson Blvd., #604, Culver City CA 
90230-4933.  E-Mail info@2learn-english.com. WORKLIFEENGLISH.com   26 

Z ZZZ = SLEEPINESS. A colleague 
is working too hard. He can 

hardly stay awake.  
1. He opens his mouth in a wide yawn.   
2. His eyelids close. His mouth falls open.  
3. He leans his cheek on his hand.  
4. With his forearms on the table, he 

rests his head on his hands and goes               
to sleep.  

X = KISS. A couple is very 
affectionate.   

1. He kisses her on the cheek when they 
meet.  

2. They embrace and kiss on the lips.  
3. The wine is exquisite! He touches                          

his fingers to his lips and throws                          
a kiss to the air.  

4. To say goodbye, she blows him a kiss.  

Y ES!  A teenager agrees that 
everything is going great.   

1. He nods his head up and down.  
2. He makes a circle with his thumb                    

and forefinger. This means, “Perfect!” 
3. He holds his thumbs up.  
4. He punches his clenched fist into                      

the air.  

W ORRY. My mother doesn’t 
know what to do about an 

illness in the family.   
1. She bites or chews on her nails.  
2. With a wrinkled forehead, she leans                 

her cheeks on her hands.   
3. She wrings her hands together. 
4. She wipes the sweat from her forehead. 

She’s so tense and worried!  
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TAP YOUR KNUCKLES ON WOOD: 
This superstitious gesture, 

called “knock on wood,” is for 
protection.  But in academic 
German lecture halls, it has 

the meaning of applause.   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

CLASP YOUR HANDS IN FRONT 

OF YOU: This is an old pleading 

gesture (asking for mercy).  
It is used in religious 
contexts to beg for                    

God’s help.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOLD UP ONE THUMB:                  

Usually, this gesture means 

“O.K.” or “good idea.” But 

some Japanese may interpret 

it as the number “five.”  

 

 

 

 

 

WITH YOUR ELBOW BENT, 
RAISE YOUR HAND TO 

SHOULDER LEVEL: This is the 
official gesture for an oath. 

It means “I swear.”   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WITH THE PALM DOWN, OPEN 
AND CLOSE YOUR FINGERS 
AGAINST YOUR THUMB.                    This gesture makes fun                    of someone who’s talking                  too much.   

C LASSIFYING BODY LANGUAGE IN OTHER WAYS 
“Meanings of Body Language” photographic image cards A-M and N-Z are                

organized according to the probable significance of the non-verbal postures or behavior. 
For each kind, there are four meaningful facial expressions or movements. There are 
other expressions of similar meaning, but they’re not included in these two card decks. 

Also, there are other ways to organize the study, teaching/learning, and demonstration/ 
discussion of kinds of non-verbal language. For example, facial expressions, postures, 
and movements or gestures can be classified according to the body parts involved,               
such as one or two hands, the thumb, the nose, or the like. Or each example of body 
language can be analyzed as to all its possible meanings, in various contexts and/or     
world cultures. Then learners can collect and categorize them as different ways, like 
emotional meaning, cultural connotation, similarity of facial expression/movement, etc.  

Here are examples of a kind of “body language flash cards” that instructors or students 
could easily create on their own. Under each drawings of a hand gesture is a cross-
cultural explanation. The pictures and explanations are drawn from Body Talk:                                
The Meaning of Human Gestures, by Desmond Morris (©1994, Crown Trade Paperback,               
New York), a complete and excellent resource guide for the presentation, practice,                  
and analysis of body language throughout the world and history.  

2 1 

SNAP YOUR FINGERS: People 
can hear this gesture. It is 
used to get attention. It is 
accepted in some European 

countries but rude in others.  

3 
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