The Importance of Body Language in Tutoring

“Body language is a very powerful tool. We had body language before we had speech, and apparently, 80% of what you understand in a conversation is read through the body, not the words.” (Deborah Bull)

Body language plays, in my opinion, an important role in tutoring and it is especially important with ESL student who often use observation to understand better and to compensate some deficit in oral communication. According to Wikipedia’s definition Body language is: “a term for communication using body movements or gestures instead of, or in addition to, sounds, verbal language or other communication. It forms part of the category of paralanguage, which describes all forms of human communication that are not verbal language. This includes the most subtle of movements that many people are not aware of, including winking and slight movement of the eyebrows. In addition body language can also incorporate the use of facial expressions.

During a tutoring session, body language can be used as an important tool to achieve a productive tutoring session, or it can as well expose a tutor who is not really interested in the tutee’s issue. Attention and coherence between body language and verbal expression is important in order to build a good relationship of trust with each tutee.

According to Albert Meharabian’s studies, Professor Emeritus of Psychology at UCLA, there are three elements in any interpersonal communication: words, tone of voice and body-language. Besides, he stresses that non-verbal expression is peculiar for communicating feelings and attitude, and if words and body language disagree, one tends to believe the body language. Meharabian explains that the “3 Vs” (verbal, vocal & visual) account differently for our liking for the person who delivers [puts forward] the message: words account for 7%, tone of voice accounts for 38%, and body language accounts for 55% of the liking (known as7%-38%-55% Rule). As a consequence, for effective and meaningful communication about emotion (i.e. like, dislike), these three part of a message have to be “congruent”; otherwise the receiver might be disappointed by two messages coming from two different channels, giving signals in two different directions (Meharabian 44).

As an ESL student my self, the body language of some of my tutors was an important ingredient during my sessions in the past. In fact, I was quite disappointed when some tutor showed very little interest for my contingent issue: for example, relaxing on the chair, playing nervously with a pen, or looking into the infinite space! Consequently, I think that body language is a great tool for a successful tutor who wants to be professional and credible. Moreover, I’d like to learn some strategies to control better my own body language myself because it is easy to criticize somebody else, but it is as well easy to follow the same mistakes. In fact, after watching the video tape about my tutoring session, I was very surprised about my body posture and the way I was too close and protective with my tutee. Besides, my hands were really hyper-active.

Jeff Brooks, in “Minimalist tutoring”, suggest four important steps to reinforce the fact that: “the paper belongs to the student and that the tutor is not an editor” (85). Below a summary of these important tips:

   1. Sit beside the student- It shows the student that the tutor is not the one “in charge”

of the paper.

   2. The student is the one fiscally closer to her paper-The tutor observes the tutee works on her own paper.

   3. The tutor should avoid holding a pen in her hands- so that the student herself has the responsibility to correct her paper.

   4. Let the student read the paper holding a pencil. In this way the student is immediately active and involved in her writing, and she will be able to discover and correct different kinds of errors.

Therefore, in this case the tutor’s body language, quite passive in actions, has the goal of activate the tutee on improving her paper.

Moreover, it is important as a tutor to know what kind of messages our body can communicate in order to use the non verbal communication to reinforce our words.

The below table can be a useful tool for a tutor to improve her/his tutoring experience:

(http://istudy.psu.edu/FirstYearModules/PeerTutoring/BodyLanguageTips.htm)

Tips for Establishing Proper Body Language

Limit arm-folding.

Folded arms communicate distance and create a barrier

Limit hands-on-hips

Hands-on-hips can be a threatening or confrontational gesture.

Avoid finger-pointing.

This gesture is traditionally an accusation. Instead, gesture to students with an open, upturned palm.

Unconscious gestures.

Be wary of actions like fidgeting in your seat, shaking your legs under the table, biting your nails, touching your hair, or constantly glancing at your watch. Not only are these gestures distracting, they also give the impression that you are nervous, not confident, uninterested or in a hurry to get the session over with.

Show animation.

Making hand motions increases the chances that people will pay attention to you.   Hand movements can also help clarify your points.

Pay attention.

One of the key aspects of good body language is paying attention to someone, and also looking like you are paying attention. (i.e. nodding the head occasionally)

Make eye contact.

Looking someone in the eye is an easy way to let them know that you are paying attention and feel confident. Because this look is traditionally challenging, try not to meet the eye for too long.

Keep your body relaxed.

Tension spreads through people. When someone is nervous and tense, other people have that same sense of urgency. Take deep breaths and let yourself relax. Try to let arms hang loose and keep shoulders and head in a relaxed and straight position.

Facial expressions.

Your facial expressions play a big part in projecting a good impression, so be sure to look interested by maintaining good eye contact, smiling and nodding appropriately while you listen.

Lean in.

The angle of your body gives an indication to others about what's going through your head. Leaning in says, "Tell me more." Leaning away signals you've heard enough.

Remember posture.

Your posture is just as important as your grandmother always said it was. Sit or stand erect if you want to be seen as alert and enthusiastic. When you slump in your chair or lean on the wall, you look tired. No one wants to do business with someone who has no energy.

Smile!

Smiling adds warmth and an aura of confidence.

            Tutoring is a great opportunity for both the tutor and the tutee to grow culturally and to establish a good relationship based on trust. In western culture, the above tips, regarding body language meanings, are useful strategies for a tutor who delivers to the tutee a coherent message supporting the speech and the tone of voice used. Of course it takes time and experience to be in constant control of our body language because some time the tiredness or a spontaneous reaction can distract every one, even the most determined tutor. However, it is a note of professionalism for a tutor to know and practice body language strategies.
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