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Introduction 

 

 In October 2010, the MA LLL students from the Danish School of Education were 

given a lecture by a Spanish teacher, Sylvia Martinez from Deusto University, Bilbao. After 

the lecture, I was puzzled: I could recognize that Sylvia’s communication was very much 

different from the usual teacher-student communication, but I could not identify the 

elements that had made the difference.  

After many mental comparisons between Sylvia’s communication and the other MA 

LLL teachers’ communication, I assumed the most significant difference was in nonverbal 

communication. Nonverbal elements were abundant in Sylvia Martinez communication as 

opposed to the other MA LLL teachers that do not use them so often. So, I decided to take 

a closer look at the way teachers’ in MA LLL program use nonverbal communication to 

motivate adult students’ learning. 

Based on the experience of Sylvia Martinez’s lecture, I was tempted to assume a 

direct relation between teacher’s nonverbal communication and students’ motivation: the 

more nonverbal elements the teacher uses, the more stimuli for students’ motivation there 

are. As a theoretical framework for approaching the relation between teacher’s nonverbal 

communication and students’ motivation, I chose Wlodkowski’s theory of adult motivation, 

The Motivational Framework for Culturally Responsive Teaching as it was the most suitable 

for the target group (motivation of adults coming from different cultures) of my research: 

the MA LLL students.    

But this initial topic has suffered two consecutive narrowing downs, due to two 

distinctive reasons. The first reason was methodological: nonverbal communication is a 

continuous flow, with a variety of sources (hands, face, shoulders, legs, proximity etc) and 

as an observer I was not able to cope with all of them at the same time, and hence I had 

to focus on only one particular element of nonverbal communication – facial expressions. 

The second reason is linked to the theoretical framework: the case study showed relevant 

findings for two of the motivational conditions of Wlodkowski’s theory (creating inclusion 

and enhancing meaning) therefore, due to the space limitations, I decided to discuss only 

these two motivational conditions and ignore developing attitude and engender 

competence. Finally, the research question has become:    
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What is the role of a teacher’s facial expressions in creating two of 
Wlodkowski’s motivational conditions - establishing inclusion and enhancing 

meaning - for adult learners enrolled in MA LLL program?  
 

 The first part of this paper is dedicated to the theoretical framework that includes 

a brief presentation of Wlodkowski’s theory of motivation with focus on two of his model 

motivational conditions which are relevant for this paper and, then, some basic notions on 

facial expressions and their presence in different cultures. 

 The second part is dedicated to the practical ways through which facial 

expressions can be used by teachers for stimulating the two motivational conditions. In 

this section, I will answer the question “what is the role of teacher’s facial expressions in 

creating the two motivation conditions?” but without bringing into discussions empirical 

data which is going to be the aim of the fourth section.      

The research question refers to the relationship between MA LLL students’ 

motivation and teachers’ facial expressions, so I used two research methods to look at 

each term of the relationship and then analyze how they are linked together: observation 

to collect empirical data about the teachers’ facial expressions and questionnaire to 

measure the motivational response of the students to the stimuli.  

The results of the case study are presented in the fourth section. The conclusions 

and the section dedicated to discussions and recommendations are closing the paper. 

Although the findings answer only partially to the research question, the results draw 

attention on the fact that teacher’s facial expressions might play a relevant role in the 

classroom communication. Moreover, facial expressions can be used as a co-strategy in 

creating motivational conditions and this paper gives a brief overview about their possible 

“utilization”.  

 For these reasons, the relevance of this paper is related to opening new 

perspectives on adult students’ motivation and raising new questions about the topic of 

facial expression.   
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Theoretical framework:  
Wlodkowski’s motivational conditions and facial expressions 

 

“Most psychologist and educators use motivation as a word to describe those 

processes that can (a) arouse and instigate behavior; (b) give direction and purpose to 

behavior; (c) continue to allow behavior to persist; (d) lead to choosing or preferring a 

particular behavior.”1  The definition emphasizes that motivation implies more than just the 

arousal of the specific behavior. The direction and the purpose of it and its continuation 

are equally important. In my understanding, motivation in learning is not just an impulse 

of the moment that triggers a specific behavior, but a permanent beating impulse that 

gives the person a reason to go on, gives direction to that specific behavior and feeds the 

behavior so it can persist. On the basis of this definition of motivation, the teacher should 

be aware that the initial motivation for a learning activity should be permanent stimulated 

in order to encourage that “beating impulse” to persist.  

Furthermore, discussing the teacher’s role in adult motivation, leads me to the 

recognition that teachers motivating students is just a myth as the American psychologist 

and scholar, Raymond Wlodkowski was emphasizing: “Teachers do not motivate students. 

In fact, no one motivates anyone. We can make things attractive and stimulating. We can 

provide opportunities and incentives. We can allow for the development of competence 

and match student interest with learning activities, but we cannot directly motivate 

students.”2  

Next I will approach the relation between teacher’s facial expressions and learner’s 

motivation using Wlodkowski’s theory of motivation: The Motivational Framework for 

Culturally Responsive Teaching.  

Through this systemic model, the author identifies four essential motivation 

conditions that a teacher can create or enhance in order to stimulate adults’ motivation for 

learning: establishing inclusion, developing attitude, enhancing meaning and engendering 

competence. Due to limitations in space and the relevance of the data gathered in the 

questionnaire this paper will focus only on establishing inclusion and creating meaning.  

1. Establishing inclusion  

                                                             
1 Wlodkowski Raymond, Motivation and Teaching. A practical guide, National Education 
Association Publication, Washington DC, 1986, page 12.  
2
 Ibidem, page 14. 
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The author defines inclusion as “the awareness of learners that they are part of 

an environment in which they and their teacher are respected and connected to 

one another.” In other words, this essential motivation condition is about creating 

that social climate where respect, connectedness, telling and hearing our stories3 

are simply breathed in by learners. In my understanding, establishing inclusion is 

creating a learning atmosphere where students and teacher feel that they are in 

their element, which encourages the sharing of knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, 

emotions, feelings. Some indicators for inclusion could be the frequency, the 

duration and the quality of interactions between teacher-student or student-

student during the teaching process (including the breaks).  

2. Enhancing meaning  

Enhancing meaning is in Wlodkowski’s view creating “an engaging and 

challenging learning experience that includes learner perspective and values.4” 

Specifically, it is the teacher’s role in creating relevance, order and clarity in the 

learning process and thus facilitating the learner to see the significance, the 

meaning of the information. Based on my understanding, the degree to which the 

meaning is enhanced can be assessed by looking at: the way the learning 

material is organized, the new content introduced to learners by referring to their 

familiar perspective and values, the content’s relevance for the learners, the 

teacher emphasis on the key learning points, examples relevant for the learner’s 

world, presentation ability to sustain the enthusiasm and emphasize the key 

points etc.      

Based on Wlodkowski’s Motivational Framework, in the next section, I will search 

for an answer to the research question. But first I will briefly clarify some basic notions 

related to facial expressions and their presence in different types of cultures. 

I define “facial expressions” as all the movements/changes that can be 

directly, without any special equipment observed on the communicator’s face during the 

communication process. Facial expression refers strictly to the movement of facial muscles 

that produces a change in the facial appearance (for example, temporary wrinkles when 

                                                             
3 These are the values that the author mentioned as being essential in creating inclusion, 
Wlodkowski, R. J., Enhancing adult motivation to learn. A comprehensive guide for teaching All 
Adults, Jossey-Bass Publisher, San Francisco, 1999.  
4
 Ibidem,  page 85 
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one smiles or frowns). It does not include the particularities of the static signals that any 

face has (like shape or color for example).    

My observation will focus on the following indicators of facial expressions: 

forehead wrinkles due to eyebrows movements, eyebrow expressions, eye contact and 

non-contact, eye lateral wrinkles born from other facial expressions, cheeks expressions, 

nose expressions, lips and chin expressions. Any gesture between the face and hands or 

shoulders is not included. 

Facial expressions are more abundant in high-contact cultures as opposed to 

low-contact cultures. “Cultures that display considerable interpersonal closeness or 

immediacy (smiling, touching, making eye contact, being at closer distance and using more 

vocal animation) have been labeled contact cultures because people in these cultures 

stand closer and touch more. People in low contact cultures tend to stand apart and touch 

less.”5 As the target group for my research question is a multicultural group, I will consider 

the student’s cultural background as a possible variable influencing their response to 

teacher’s facial expressions.  

 

Establishing inclusion and enhancing meaning  
through facial expressions 
 

Facial expressions can contribute to establishing inclusion by four different roles 

that they play in the teaching process: expressing emotions, as an interaction instrument 

addressing the relation one-to-many and as an adjustment tool to the learning group. In 

enhancing meaning, facial expressions have a key role in animating the presented 

information. I will discuss each of these contributions below.     

The face is something intimate as it mirrors people’s inner emotions. By displaying 

an emotion, an individual shares that particular emotion with the people around him. From 

this perspective, using facial expressions falls under Wlodkowski’s recommendation:  

teachers to share something valuable with their learners. Emotions are definitely 

something valuable shared among people.  

So, the teacher can use the “sharing emotions” function for creating inclusion. The 

teacher and the student are two social roles and between roles the relationships are rigid, 

                                                             
5 Wlodkowski R.J., Enhancing adult motivation to learn. A comprehensive guide for teaching All 

Adults, Jossey-Bass Publisher, San Francisco, 1999, page 93 
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there is a strict distance between them. Using facial expressions and thus sharing 

emotions, a teacher becomes a person beyond the role he/she plays, the distance between 

him/her and the learners is reduced and communication is significant facilitated. Moreover, 

a teacher who uses facial expressions affirms his openness and this is the first step in 

encouraging the others to the same.  

From this perspective, facial expressions can support verbal communication in 

creating inclusion or sometimes even replace it. For example, a student has just said 

something funny to his colleague over the teacher’s explanations. If the teacher has heard 

the joke, he/she may look at the student, laugh, and then ask the student to be quiet for a 

while. In this case, happy facial expressions replace verbal communication. So, instead of 

saying “it was a funny joke, but now I ask you to be quiet” with a frown face, the teacher 

replaced the first part of the sentence with a nonverbal language. So, within the “sharing 

emotions” function, facial expressions can create inclusion by them selves or by 

complementing verbal communication. Thus, the teacher invites his/her students to a lively 

open relationship between persons, not between functions, involved in a dialogue, 

connected to each other in the spirit of respect.   

In many formal or informal lectures, the unidirectional talking is overwhelmingly 

present: one teacher talking to over 20 students at a time. In this case, facial expressions, 

especially through eye contact, become a way to interact with each student. The role of 

eye contact in creating a warm positive atmosphere is showed by the results of Reece and 

Whitman experiment. They have investigated in which terms is warmth and coldness 

perceived and concluded that “warmth was defined as more frequently smiling, more eye 

contact with the subject and a greater degree of forward bodily lean toward the subject.”6 

Moreover, a subject produced more words when the experimenter nonverbally indicated a 

more positive attitude toward him. In conclusion, through eye contact and smiles, the 

teacher can create a positive atmosphere, interact with each student and encourage them 

to dialogue. When a teacher offers a few seconds of eye contact to each student, he/she 

enhances inclusion by recognizing each participant in the lecture as being part of the 

group. Moreover, paying attention to each person through eye contact is a relevant sign 

for the student that he/she can participate to the dialogue as he/she has the teacher’s 

attention and support.           

                                                             
6 Mehrabian A., Nonverbal communication, Aldine-Athertori, Chicago, 1972, page 22. 
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Third, by using facial expressions, the teacher can reflect the learner’s perspective. 

More specifically, I am referring to a subtle transfer of nonverbal elements from learners to 

teacher: first, the teacher observes the learners and notices the nonverbal cues they are 

using in different situations. Then, as much as it can be done in a subtle and natural 

manner, the teacher can start using the observed facial expressions or other nonverbal 

elements according to his personality and the situation he/she is dealing with. Using a 

common language (verbal and nonverbal) can enhance the feeling of membership for both 

parties involved in the communication process. 

Facial expressions contribution in enhancing meaning consists in the teacher’s 

ability to animate the information he/she presents: rising the eyebrows to emphasize the 

verbal communication that the teacher considers the most relevant, show surprise or 

enthusiasm when he/she asks questions or receives students’ opinion about the discussed 

topic, maintain the eye contact with the learners in order to draw and maintain their 

attention on the discussion. However, in this position of “content animator”, facial 

expressions sit next to other types of communication (visual communication, gestures, 

voice inflections etc), so they are co-authors in enhancing meaning. 

Another function of facial expressions in creating this motivational condition is the 

use of humor. They can put a smile on the learners’ faces through their huge expressivity. 

In addition, they can be used in contrast with the verbal communication. For example, 

imagine a history teacher presenting the pretext of the war in Iraq – Americans wanted to 

establish the democracy in this country, so they sent troops in there. There is nothing 

funny about a war, but if the teacher will fill in with air his/her cheeks when he/she says it, 

the contrast between the content and the facial expression will illustrate in a humorous 

way that democracy is just a childish excuse for this war. Learning makes so much sense 

when emotions are involved and humor is one positive emotion that can easily be 

stimulated using the contrast between verbal and facial communication.  

Hence, facial expressions can be used by teachers as a co-strategy in establishing 

inclusion and enhancing meaning for learners. I use the term “co-strategy” because, in 

most of the functions that I mentioned above, facial expressions do not carry inclusion or 

meaning independently but rather in cooperation with verbal communication. Facial 

expressions are often complemented by verbal communication in expressing emotions, 

adjusting to the learning group and animating the presented information.     
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However, there is one role that facial expressions can attain independently without 

verbal support, which is addressing the relation one-to-many, when verbal communication 

carries the information, while eye contact manages the interaction with the learners.        

 

Methodology 

 

The subjects of the observation were three MA LLL lecturers at The Danish School 

of Education for MA LLL Program. Two of them come from high contact cultures while the 

other belongs to a low contact culture. The observation took place during their individual 

lectures in MA LLL and its aim was to register teachers’ facial expressions during the 

teaching process. Each subject was observed for about two hours and 30 minutes 

excluding the breaks when the observation was interrupted. The starting time and the end 

time were mentioned on each observation sheet. It was a structured observation that 

contained four columns to fill in during the lecture (see Appendix B): type of facial 

expressions, occurrences – how often the observed facial expression appears, duration and 

intensity. Despite the existence of three indicators for observed facial expressions 

(occurrence, intensity and duration), the analysis will mostly focus on the occurrence as 

between the other two dimensions there are little significant differences between the 

observed teachers.  

None of the observations were repeated for the same subject; therefore, there was no 

control observation that could have confirmed or infirmed a pattern of behavior for each 

subject. Moreover, the limitations of the method are added:   

o The observation focused only on the facial movements while their 

meanings were completely ignored. So, it was a mechanical observation. 

In order to compensate for that, I introduced post observation a 

qualitative indicator. Therefore, the analysis will refer to positive facial 

expressions (expressions that are usually associated with positive 

emotions like smiles, laugh, eye contact) and negative facial expressions 

(usually associated with negative emotions – non-eye contact and 

frowning as in the case of this case study)     

o The issue of the accuracy of the observation is also raised as the observer 

represents a filter in observing and registering the data. As Ekman shows 

“questions have to do with whether a difference is detectable or accurate; 
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there are individual differences among observers, reflecting skills, gender, 

personality and the like.”7  

o Observation was not recorded. Given the rapid alternation of the facial 

movements, omissions might have appeared. For example, some of the 

facial expressions may have been omitted because of the observer’s 

position. Moreover, I could not simultaneously continue the observation 

and write down something that I have just observed. So, there were 

moments during the lecture when the observation has not been 

completely accurate. 

o Because of the fast fleeting character of facial expressions and their rich 

occurrence, one observer cannot focus on the duration of the eye contact 

and observe at the same time the other types of facial expressions. For 

this reason, I decided to adopt a different strategy. Instead of observing 

how often the eye contact appears, I registered how often the teacher 

looks somewhere else than to the students which was more practical. 

Moreover, because of this strategy, non-eye contact will be considered a 

non-contact facial expression as opposed to the others that were 

categorized as contact facial expressions.     

One of the advantages of using observation made by an observer who is part of 

the MA LLL program is that teachers’ behavior was not affected by the observer’s 

presence. The teachers were not informed an observation is talking place. If they had 

been informed, the observation would have had major losses in validity because facial 

expressions can be, more or less, managed when the subject is cautioned about them. 

However, for ethical reasons, teachers’ names will not be mentioned when I will discuss 

the correlation between facial expressions and students’ motivation. This paper will refer to 

them as teacher A, teacher B and teacher C.   

 The aim of the observation was to indicate the number of facial 

movements/minute in each case and what types of expressions were particularly used by 

the teachers in creating the two motivational conditions.  

In order to correlate teachers’ facial expressions (quantity and type) with students’ 

motivation, I used a questionnaire (see Appendix A). The subjects of it were 16 MA LLL 

                                                             
7 Ekman P., Scherer K.R., Handbook of methods in nonverbal behavior research, Press Syndicate of 
the University of Cambridge, New York, 1982, page 66. 
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adult students, coming from both low contact cultures and high contact cultures, between 

21 and 36 years old. The questionnaire was filled in and sent back by e-mail. The students 

were asked to quantify in which measure each teacher created the motivational conditions 

during each lecture by answering five different questions. They answer were either 

negative (I totally disagree with he affirmation/I disagree with the affirmation) or positive 

(I agree with the affirmation/I totally agree with the affirmation). Not all the respondents 

participated in all the three lectures. Hence, the questionnaire results will be expressed in 

percentage, showing the ratio between the number of answers for a specific category X 

100 and the number of respondents. The main disadvantage of using the questionnaire 

instead of a qualitative method (like interview or focus group discussion) is that it does not 

contain any insights or comments regarding the teacher’s performance. So, in the end, the 

questionnaire gives the measure of how satisfied the students were with the teacher and 

the lecture, but it does not explain their preferences. Moreover, the questionnaire was 

applied to students 10 days after the last lecture took place, so the impressions about the 

lectures were not so fresh in their memory anymore.  

However, being a quantitative method, the answers of the questionnaire covered 

the majority’s point of view which was mandatory to establish whether there is or not a 

connection between the number of facial expressions/minute and the motivational 

outcome.  

 

Case study: results 
                       

The smallest number of contact facial expressions was registered by the only 

teacher coming from a low-contact culture, with a score of 1.61 facial expressions per 

minute. The difference between the scores of the other two teachers coming from high-

contact cultures is highly significant: they scored 2.7, 2.8 facial expressions per minute, 

respectively. However, the teacher coming from the low-contact culture had the lowest 

scores in non-eye contact: 0.31 non-eye contact per minute compared to 0.40 minute for 

teacher A and 0.70 in case of the teacher C. In conclusion, although facial expressions are 

occurring in a reduced number for teacher B, facial interaction with the students is 

guaranteed through eye contact. These results confirm that the major differences between 

low-contact and high contact cultures regarding facial expressions are also present in the 

classroom, not just in the daily life. The results of the questionnaire show there are no 



13 

 

patterns in students’ answers that could indicate preferences for teachers coming from the 

same type of culture as them. In other words, students’ answers do not reflect their 

belonging to a low or high contact culture. However, teachers’ facial expressions do reflect 

that. 

In creating inclusion, the results show there is no direct correlation between the 

total number of contact facial expressions and students’ feeling of inclusion. 73.3% 

students answered that they had not felt comfortable to dialog with teacher A, although A 

was the one who performed the highest number of facial expressions; teacher B who had 

the lowest numbers of facial expressions had significantly less negative answers (13.4%). 

On the other hand, teacher C received 14.3% negative answers while the number of facial 

expressions was very close to those performed by A (see the table below).  

 

 

Affirmation 

 

Teacher A 

(% negative answers) 

 

Teacher B 

(% negative answers) 

 

Teacher C 

(% negative answers) 

I felt comfortable to dialogue with 

the teacher during the lecture (say 

my opinion, ask questions) 

 

73.3% 

 

13.4% 

 

14.3% 

 

 

So, what made the difference between A and C if it was not the quantity of facial 

expressions? I argue the existence of a possible relationship between the quality (positive 

or negative) of the facial expressions and the feeling of inclusion:  

a) Given the fact that the group of students was the same in all three observed 

lectures, group inclusion is a constant that cannot be responsible for the effect; 

b) The results show that the interest for the topic of the lecture A was very high – 

over 75% positive answers, so the topic was relevant for students and it could not 

be an impediment in the dialog with the teacher;   

If the group atmosphere was the same, the topic was interesting and the 

individual willing to dialog is considered a constant when these above two factors are 

similar, I affirm that the difference appearing for the feeling of inclusion can only be 

related with the teacher. Of course, verbal and nonverbal communication are inseparable 

involved in creating this motivational condition. However, the following arguments support 

the hypothesis that there might be a direct link between quality (positive or negative) of 

the facial expressions and the feeling of inclusion: 
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a) The questionnaire data show that over 75% students believed it was easy to 

follow teacher A during his/her presentation, so the content of the 

communication must have been relevant and appreciated. Hence, I can 

conclude that, the issue in creating inclusion is not related to the content of 

the communication, but to its form, the way the content is delivered to the 

students where facial expressions play a major role. 

b) The types of facial expressions used by the teachers were similar, with focus 

on rising eyebrows, frowning, forehead wrinkles, smiles, cheeks movements. 

However, they differ in one major aspect: the number of negative contact 

facial expressions. Teacher A used 0.48 negative contact facial expressions 

while the other two teachers scored below 0.14 which indicate the only major 

difference between the three observed subjects. Teacher A had the greatest 

number of negative facial expressions.   

c) While the other two teachers used negative contact facial expressions mostly 

for creating meaning, teacher A used them also as a response to students’ 

feedbacks: frowns and looks thrown under the eyebrows when listening 

students’ questions or points of view, non-eye contact associated with a very 

short time dedicated to listening. The teacher behavior can be easily 

correlated with a students’ feeling of exclusion. If their interaction does not 

receive a positive feedback, they do not feel comfortable to dialog, they 

cannot feel accepted by the teacher.  

d) All the students that answered negatively to the question “I had a positive 

attitude towards the teacher during the lecture” also affirmed they did not feel 

comfortable to dialogue with the teacher. Both questions are correlated with 

teacher inclusion. 

On the basis of these findings, I can conclude that, there is a high probability to 

have a direct relation between using negative facial expressions and creating inclusion. 

However, the empirical data do not offer enough evidences to conclude whether are the 

facial expressions, other nonverbal elements, the static facial signals or the form of the 

verbal communication responsible for the effect.   

Regarding meaning creation, the results show a possible correlation between eye 

contact and the ability to follow the teacher easily in his/her presentation. Teacher C 
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performed the lowest in eye contact, with 0.75 non-contact looks/minutes while the others 

two teachers did not go beyond 0.42.  

 

 

Affirmation 

 

Teacher A 

(% positive answers) 

 

Teacher B 

(% positive answers) 

 

Teacher C 

(% positive answers) 

It was easy to follow the teacher 

during his/her presentation. 

 

78.6% 

 

100% 

 

38.5% 

 

Hence, only 38.5% answered positively to the question “It was easy to follow the 

teacher C during his/her presentation” while the percentages for the others were over 

78% in both cases (see the table above). Moreover, B, who had the highest eye contact 

score, obtained 100% positive answers regarding students’ ability to follow the teacher in 

his/her presentation. Despite all these findings, a certain direct relationship between eye 

contact and enhancing meaning cannot be affirmed if there are no data to support that 

eye contact was the only condition that differs in creating meaning between teacher C on 

one hand and A and B on the other. All the teachers used the same didactic materials in 

creating meaning. But, considering the fact that the research does not offers data about 

these materials, I can only conclude that there is an important possibility to have a relation 

between eye contact and enhancing meaning. However, a direct relationship cannot be 

traced without doubts as long as the other conditions have not been kept under control.   

 

Conclusions 
 

In conclusion, based of the case study analyzed with the theoretical framework, 

what is the role of teacher’s facial expressions in creating the two motivational conditions 

adult learners enrolled in MA LLL program? The doubtless answer comes from the section 

“Establishing inclusion and enhancing meaning through facial expressions” where it was 

shown that facial expressions play a co-strategy role in creating motivational conditions in 

collaboration with verbal communication and other nonverbal elements.  

Nevertheless, in the case of MA LLL students, empirical data are insufficient to 

draw a direct relation between teachers’ facial expressions and the two motivational 

conditions. The questionnaire measured in what degree a certain motivational condition 

was satisfied according to students’ opinion, but it did not reveal what was the 

factors/factor responsible for that certain degree of satisfaction. Hence, at the end of this 
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case study, due to the correlation between the results of the observation and the results of 

the questionnaire, I can affirm that:  

 MA LLL teacher who used frequently negative contact facial expressions 

had the lowest scores in creating inclusion. Despite this fact, among facial 

expressions, there are three other factors (other nonverbal elements, 

static face signals or the form of the verbal communication) that could 

have been responsible for this effects.   

 MA LLL teachers who used more frequently eye contact have higher 

scores in enhancing meaning. But among facial expressions, there is a 

wide range of factors that could have been responsible for the effect.  

Finally, the answer provided by the present paper to the research question is one 

step away from the conclusive certain answer it was expected and leave the question 

opened for new research. 

  

Assessment and further developments   
 

The first step in improving the findings is to enrich the empirical data by 

organizing a focus group discussion or interviews where MA LLL students can identify the 

elements (facial expressions, static facial signals, verbal communication) that have 

influenced their options expressed in the questionnaire. Applying one of these two 

methods would thus put more light on the role played by facial expressions.  

Moreover, there are a few other methodological aspects that could further improve 

the relevance of the results. First, teachers’ facial expressions should be recorded so it 

allows the observer to analyze facial expressions in relation with other nonverbal elements 

and in correlation with verbal communication. Second, the observation should be repeated 

at least three times for each teacher because significant difference may appear. Third, 

facial expressions and other nonverbal elements on one hand and verbal communication 

on the other represent a cluster of concepts that interweave in such a strong way that it is 

hard to separate their roles. For this reason, most of the nonverbal studies are framed as 

experiments because it is the only method that allows the researcher to keep under control 

the other variables of the cluster when a specific element is studied.    

Concluding, most of the limits of the paper and its improvement perspectives fall 

under the responsibility of methodology. Moreover, all the motivational conditions should 
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be brought into discussion in order to have a holistic view of the role played by facial 

expression in stimulating students’ motivation. 

However, the merit of the paper is to bring into discussion teacher’s facial 

expressions in particular and nonverbal communication in general, as a motivational factor 

in students’ learning. This topic is relevant for at least two reasons: in case facial 

expressions or nonverbal communication in general proved to be a motivational factor, the 

teachers would be able to manage differently at least a part of his/her nonverbal elements 

in order to enhance motivational conditions for learning. The awareness of the fact would 

be the first and the most important step in making a difference in motivation by simply 

using nonverbal elements.  

Second, if facial expressions proved to have no effects on students’ motivation, 

then in the education and training system that addresses intercultural groups would be 

much easier for the teachers to only concentrate on verbal communication. In addition, 

this case study already brings into attention the existence of an “international culture of 

the group” which refers to the fact that adult students seem not to manifest any 

preference towards the nonverbal culture they belong to (high or low contact culture), but 

rather prefer the same type of nonverbal elements.  

In conclusion, this paper opens a few interesting perspectives on international 

students’ motivation that might be useful, especially in the context of increasing numbers 

of exchanged students between universities. Motivation is an essential element in the 

learning process and any means that might positively influence it could and should be a 

topic for further research.  
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Appendix 

A. Questionnaire 

I elaborated this questionnaire for academic purposes in order to sustain my research 

question with empirical data. The questionnaire is regarding students’ motivation subject. 

Thus, your help in filling it out would be very much appreciated.  

 The questionnaire has five affirmations. Please read each affirmation and decide which 

answer (from 1-4) reflects best your opinion about the last four lectures we had. The 

meaning of the scale is explained bellow. There are no good or bad answers. All answers 

will be very much appreciated and confidential. I estimate that answering to these 

questions will take you about 4-5 minutes.     

1= I totally disagree with the affirmation 
2 = I disagree with the affirmation 
3 = I agree with the affirmation 
4 = I totally agree with the affirmation 
 
 
Please indicate your gender (F or M): …………………………. 
The country you come from: 

 
Thank you very much for your help.  
Let me know if you are interested into the final data interpretation and I will provide it to 
you by the end of November.  

 
 

Affirmation 

 
Teacher  

A 

 
Teacher B 

 
Teacher C 

1.  I felt comfortable to say my opinion/ask 
questions during the lecture.  

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

2. I was interested in the subject of this lecture.  1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

3. I felt appreciated by the teacher for my 
participation during the lecture 
(presence/questions/expression your point of 
view) 

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

4.  It was easy to follow the teacher during his 
presentation. 

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

5.  I had a positive attitude towards the teacher 
during the lecture.  

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 
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B. Observation sheet 

Start time of the observation: 
End time of the observation: 
 

Type of facial 
expression 

Occurrence 
(frequency) 

 
Intensity 

 
Duration 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

  


