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Relationship Skills
Lesson Title: Communication: 

Body Language and Tone – Lesson 3 of 4 
Grade Level: High School  

Project and Purpose
Students participate in body language and vocal tone exercises.

Essential Question
Why is understanding body language and tone important in communication?

Materials
• Copies of The Guardian article, “Actions Speak Louder…” by Hilary Freeman
• Flash cards with word/words (see notes within lesson)
• Access to included photos

Teacher
1. Arrange students into a circle or circles, depending on class size.

2. Play Pass the Word.

a. Going around the circle, each student will say the word on the card with a different inflection
or emotion. For example, a student may be excited (“Hamburgers!”) or disappointed (“…
hamburgers?”). When creating these flash cards, the words should be mostly nouns with a few
adjectives. The adjectives should have neutral connotations as not to lead the students (“yellow”
or “wooden” vs. “sad” or “rainy”). Encourage creative inflections such as accents and the speed at 
which the words are said.

b. Each round, the student will add a word of their choice to the word sent around the circle while still
giving the word, phrases and eventually sentences an inflection. *This is an opportunity to revisit
context or diction. The context in which two or more words are set plays a large in role in the
tone as does the choice of the speaker/author’s words.

3. After reaching three or four word phrases, debrief the students. Define tone as the attitude or
character of something. Ask if a teacher or relative ever said, “Don’t take that tone with me.” Mention
“tone of voice” or “color tones” or “audio tones” and encourage students to make connections between
how these all exhibit the definition.

Discussion questions:

• HOW is the way that things are said important to their meaning?
• How does tone or inflection affect the listener or reader’s understanding or opinion of the speaker

or author’s message?
• (Transition to article) What other things can influence how speech is understood or received?
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4. Distribute The Guardian article “Actions Speak Louder…” and read as a class or individually. Have
students highlight or note the three most interesting things about body language mentioned in the
article and have them defend their selections. (Note: The Guardian is a British publication; therefore, it
might be appropriate to point out British spellings of certain words such as “practise” and “behaviour.”)

5. Ask students how the way a person moves or looks impacts the meaning of their words and give
examples (how a small child would feel about an adult speaking them standing up versus crouching
at eye level; how politicians or speech givers use their hands in their speeches to punctuate or
emphasize; reinforce from the article how an applicant’s slouching might be received).

6. Show students the attached photo. Ask how they think each version of the same person is feeling and
reference the article as well as their own experiences to support their answers.

7. Repeat Pass the Word, this time having students use both body language and tone to influence the
interpretation of their word or phrase.

Conclusion
Ask students about different situations in which tone and body language play in important role (job 
interviews, speeches, general conversations, classroom discussions, if a student were called to the 
principal, etc.). Make a note that an audience or other person is influenced by words in ways that go 
beyond their literal meaning and these are things for which a speaker can be responsible.
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Actions speak louder... 
Look the part? Sound the part? Just don’t let your body language let you down, says Hilary Freeman  
The Guardian, April 15, 2009 

Mike has never forgotten his first interview for a job in PR. He looked the part, had done his research and 
was confident he could answer any questions the interviewer might throw at him. Then fate took a hand 
(his, unfortunately) - and it all went horribly wrong.

“I rapped firmly on the door, walked in, smiled and sat down,” he recalls. “The interview was going 
brilliantly until I glanced down and noticed blood literally pouring from my knuckles. I must have cut my 
hand on the nameplate on the door when I knocked. I froze: had the interviewer seen? Had I got blood 
on him? Did I need stitches? I fumbled in my pocket for a tissue and tried to mop up the blood, while 
continuing to answer his questions. He pretended not to notice, but I could tell he wasn’t impressed. 
Needless to say, I didn’t get the job.”

Accidents will happen — but Mike’s experience illustrates an important point: however qualified, 
experienced and well rehearsed you are, you won’t impress an interviewer if your body lets you down. You 
may have the eloquence of a politician and a vocabulary to rival Shakespeare’s, but the story your body 
language tells is as important as anything that comes out of your mouth.

As for those little embellishments on your CV (“I was captain of the rugby team, student union president 
and Nelson Mandela’s pen-friend, honest”), you can rehearse the details all you like, but you won’t be able 
to disguise the facial reddening, sweating and toe curling that proclaim: “I’m a big fat liar”.

It’s almost 30 years since research by American psychologist Mehrabian revealed that the content of 
what you say only counts for 7% of your credibility. Non-verbal cues, such as the tone of your voice, count 
for 38%. But visual cues facial expressions, gestures, pupil dilation etc., make up a massive 55% of your 
credibility rating.

To make matters worse, while most of us can control what we say, we have little power over our body 
language. It’s reckoned that we each have a ‘vocabulary’ of about 138,000 non-verbal and visual cues, but 
we can only control 150-200 of them and we can only do that for about 15-20% of the time. 

And being a bit of a bright spark won’t help the more intelligent and articulate you are, the more focused 
you’ll be on what you’re saying, making your non-verbal cues even more noticeable.

In an ideal world nobody would be shy, have facial ticks or apply for jobs when they’d rather be down the 
pub. But it isn’t. So how can you make sure you sail through the interview process? You could hire an actor 
to stand in for you at your interview (method actors have got the body language game sewn up). Or you 
could just teach your body to behave itself.

It’s not as hard as it sounds - after all, you’ve already learned not to spit or clutch your privates in public 
(footballers are a special case). All you need is a mirror, a video-camera and a cat.

Most people have no idea how other people see them. They don’t see their habitual expressions and they 
can’t tell if their words are backed up by the tone of their voice and posture.

When you prepare for an interview it’s important not just to practise what you have to say, but how you 
say it. The best way to see how you appear to others is to practise in front of a mirror. If you can, you 
should videotape yourself and ask friends for feedback. If there’s nobody around, practise with your cat. 
The more prepared you are, the more relaxed and confident you’ll feel — and appear.
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When it comes to the interview itself, adopt an open posture. Sit up comfortably and lean slightly forwards 
so you look alert and attentive. Breathe slowly. And make sure your clothes aren’t too tight: it won’t give 
a good impression if you make a gesture and your jacket buttons fly off. Just remember the mnemonic 
‘ROLE’, which stands for relaxed, open, leaning and eye contact.

You have more control of your body language above the waist, so beware of ‘leakage’ lower down — such 
as picking your fingers or twitching your feet. This type of behaviour can make you look unconfident. And 
yes, it is a good idea to visit the loo before your interview, particularly if you’re nervous.

There is no point attempting to lie — or exaggerate — in an interview. Just be yourself. If you say what 
you mean and mean what you say your verbal and non-verbal communication will match. Any interviewer 
worth his salt is interested in who you really are.

Notes




