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EFFECTIVE 
COMMUNICATION BY 
CLASSROOM TEACHERS 

T P DWYER 

When you communicate with pupils, you are sharing 
information with them. This information can be facts, feelings, 
opinions or instructions. These are ideas in your mind which you 
encode into a message made up of signs so that your pupils can 
receive it. 

The way you transmit this message is by means of some 
medium. The spoken and written word are only two of very many 
media. One must be aware of the fact that we communicate not 
only with words, but through our apparent attitudes and actions. 
Communication encompasses all human behaviour that results in 
an exchange of meaning. Communication can, in fact, involve all 
five senses. 

Depending on the situation, some media are more effective 
than others. If the message is a fairly simple one which the pupils 
need to continually remember, a picture poster will probably 
convey it more effectively than a notice on the bulletin board. 

Most often in the classroom the spoken word is the most 
effective medium of communication because it enables you to use 
voice inflection and tone to underline and emphasize the meaning 
of your message. Voice communication also enables the teacher 
to  make use of direct feedback from the pupils, so that the teacher 
can know what the pupils are hearing and what they are failing to  
hear. 

Overcoming communication barriers in the classroom 

Listening. 

To improve your abilities as a classroom communicator, you 
must first understand your pupils. In other words, seek not 
only to  be understood, but to  understand. This can best be 
done by listening activelyto what the pupils have to say. Then 
you must cultivate the ability to  think on your feet and form 
accurate sentences while speaking. 
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The guiding rule for effective classroom communication is: 
Know your pupils and suit your expression to them. 

Simplicity. 

1 Prefer words whose meanings are familiar to  the pupils. 

m 2 Make special meanings of familiar words clear the first 
t ime you use them. 

3 If you use a word likely to be unfamiliar to  the pupils, 
define that word. 

A teacher needs to have: 
a) A fairly accurate impression of the vocabulary 

ofthe pupils. 
b) An accurate knowledge of the accepted meanings 

of words. 

Initially, at least, expatriate teachers in Singapore schools 
may have some problems with (a). Even for native-born 
teachers it takes some experience to be able to accurately 
gauge the English vocabulary levels of Singaporean pupils of 
different ages and backgrounds. 

Introduce a proper amount of redundancy. 

Redundancy in communication roughly means the amount 
of repetition a message contains. Teachers should ensure 
that they include an appropriate amount of redundancy in 
their instructions to pupils. Then, if any phrase is 
misunderstood, other elements of the communication will 
carry the point. 

Feedback. 

The importance of paying attention to feedback in the 
classroom cannot be over-emphasized. Two-way com- 
munication has the advantage of bringing from the listener 
an immediate response which we call "feedback". Often this 
is not verbal in nature, so the teacher should note facial 
expressions, observe actions, and finally ask questionsto see 
whether the instruction has been understood. Do not assume 
that every "message" you send wil l be received by the pupils 
in the form you intend. The teacher should also make use of 
feedback to adjust the pace of the instruction to suit the 
pupils, and repeat or explain any parts indicated as confusing 
by feedback signals. 
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Empathy. 

Teachers who enjoy a good relationship with their pupils 
have much less difficulty in communicating with them. If you 
can remember what it was like to be a pupil a t  the levels you 
are teaching, and to understand their interests, it will be much 
easier for you to communicate with your class. Take every 
opportunity that arises to convey something of help or value 
to individual pupils. Let your pupils know that you enjoy 
teaching not only your subject but also that particular class. 

Timing. 

Time the giving of instructions so that the best conditions are 
present. Do not talk over noise or permit pupils to call out or 
talk while you are speaking. Do not overload the pupils, but 
give sufficient information to ensure adequate 
understanding. 

Consistency of actions. 

It is poor communication to say one thing and to contradict it 
by your actions. If a teacher is "sloppy" in setting out and 
writing on the blackboard, that teacher can hardly expect his 
pupils to keep their exercise books neat and tidy merely 
because he tells them to do so. A teacher's actions are under 
constant scrutiny and criticism by pupils. 

Giving orders in the classroom 

An order is the fundamental tool of directing, by means of 
which classroom activity is started, guided, altered or terminated. 

Giving orders is a specific form of communication. The form 
in which they are given wil l depend on the pupils involved 
(Secondary 1 or Pre-University) and the circumstances in each 
case. Although we speak of the "autocratic", "free rein" and 
"consultative" techniques, no one of these can be universally 
applied. A competent teacher adopts whatever technique or blend 
that is most suitable for the situation. 

A good order will normally have the following 
characteristics: 

a) It should be possible of fulfilment. 
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b) It should be compatible with school policy and 
objectives. 

C) It should be clear and complete. 

d) It should be given in an appropriate tone of voice. 

Once an order has been given, there should be a follow-up to make 
sure it has been carried out. 

The teacher must guard against the natural inclination in our 
verbal society to assume that simply telling a pupil something is 
enough to ensure successful communication. Fortunately, as we 
have seen, the teacher can resort to a number of techniques to 
facilitate the transmission of information to pupils in the 
classroom. 
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