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Abstract: This article examines teacher–student interaction patterns in English language
classrooms through the lens of discourse analysis. Drawing on established theoretical
frameworks such as Initiation–Response–Feedback (IRF) structure, communicative language
teaching, and classroom discourse theory, the study analyzes how interaction patterns influence
language acquisition, student engagement, and communicative competence. Data from prior
empirical studies are synthesized to identify dominant interactional structures, including teacher-
centered and student-centered discourse patterns. Findings indicate that while IRF remains
prevalent, there is a gradual shift toward more dialogic and collaborative interaction models that
enhance learners’ participation and linguistic development. The study highlights the importance
of adaptive discourse strategies in fostering meaningful communication in English language
teaching (ELT) contexts.
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Introduction
Teacher–student interaction is a central component of English language teaching (ELT), as

it shapes both the learning environment and the acquisition of linguistic competence. Classroom
discourse not only reflects pedagogical approaches but also determines the extent to which
learners engage with the target language [1].

Historically, language classrooms have been dominated by teacher-centered approaches,
where teachers control the flow of interaction and students respond passively. Sinclair and
Coulthard’s model of classroom discourse, particularly the Initiation–Response–Feedback (IRF)
pattern, has been widely used to describe such interactions [2]. However, with the rise of
communicative language teaching (CLT), there has been increasing emphasis on interactive and
student-centered discourse [3].

Understanding interaction patterns is crucial because they directly affect learners’
opportunities to produce language, negotiate meaning, and develop communicative competence.
This article aims to analyze these interaction patterns using discourse analysis and evaluate their
pedagogical implications.

Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative discourse analysis approach based on secondary data from

peer-reviewed studies in applied linguistics and ELT. The analysis focuses on identifying
recurring interaction patterns in classroom discourse and interpreting their pedagogical
significance.

The methodological framework is grounded in:
 Sinclair and Coulthard’s discourse model [2]
 Walsh’s classroom interaction framework [4]
 Long’s Interaction Hypothesis [5]
Data sources include classroom transcripts and observational studies reported in previous

research. The analysis follows three stages:
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1. Identification of interaction patterns
2. Classification into teacher-centered and student-centered discourse
3. Interpretation of their impact on language learning
Results
The analysis reveals several dominant teacher–student interaction patterns in English

language classrooms:
IRF (Initiation–Response–Feedback) Pattern
The IRF sequence remains the most common structure in classroom discourse. Teachers

initiate questions, students respond, and teachers provide feedback [2]. This pattern ensures
classroom control but often limits extended student talk.

Display vs Referential Questions
Teachers frequently use display questions (questions with known answers) rather than

referential questions (open-ended questions). Studies show that referential questions generate
longer and more complex student responses [6].

Teacher Talking Time (TTT) vs Student Talking Time (STT)
Research indicates that in many classrooms, teacher talking time significantly exceeds

student talking time, reducing opportunities for language practice [7].
Negotiation of Meaning
In communicative classrooms, interaction involves clarification requests, confirmation

checks, and comprehension checks, which facilitate language acquisition [5].
Collaborative Interaction
Pair and group work activities promote peer interaction, leading to increased participation

and improved fluency [8]
Analysis and Discussion
The analysis of teacher–student interaction patterns in English language classrooms reveals

a complex interplay between pedagogical traditions, institutional constraints, and evolving
communicative approaches. One of the most striking findings across the reviewed literature is
the continued dominance of the Initiation–Response–Feedback (IRF) pattern, originally
described by Sinclair and Coulthard [2]. Despite decades of methodological innovation in
language teaching, IRF remains deeply embedded in classroom discourse, particularly in formal
education systems where teacher authority and curriculum control are emphasized.

The persistence of the IRF structure can be attributed to its functional advantages. It
provides a predictable and manageable framework for organizing classroom interaction, ensuring
that lessons progress in a structured manner. Teachers can efficiently check comprehension,
manage turn-taking, and maintain control over the instructional process. However, this structural
efficiency often comes at the cost of communicative authenticity. Research indicates that IRF
sequences tend to produce short, display-oriented student responses, limiting opportunities for
extended discourse and spontaneous language use [2]. As a result, learners may develop
accuracy in controlled contexts but struggle with fluency and pragmatic competence in real-life
communication.

A critical dimension of this issue lies in the nature of teacher questioning. The distinction
between display questions and referential questions has been extensively documented in
classroom discourse studies. Display questions, which test students’ knowledge of known
information, dominate traditional classrooms. While they serve an evaluative function, they
rarely stimulate meaningful interaction. In contrast, referential questions—those that seek
genuine information—have been shown to elicit longer, more syntactically complex, and
semantically rich responses [6]. Brock’s (1986) study demonstrated that classrooms
incorporating a higher proportion of referential questions experienced increased student
participation and more diverse linguistic output [6]. This suggests that modifying questioning
strategies can significantly alter the quality of classroom discourse.
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Another crucial factor influencing interaction patterns is the distribution of speaking time
between teachers and students. The imbalance between Teacher Talking Time (TTT) and
Student Talking Time (STT) remains a persistent challenge in many ELT contexts. Studies
consistently show that teachers occupy a substantial portion of classroom discourse, often
exceeding 60–70% of total talk time [7]. This imbalance restricts learners’ opportunities to
practice language production, which is essential for developing communicative competence.
Swain’s Output Hypothesis emphasizes that language production is not merely a result of
acquisition but a driving force behind it [9]. Through producing language, learners test
hypotheses, notice gaps in their knowledge, and refine their linguistic systems. Therefore,
reducing TTT and increasing STT is not simply a methodological preference but a theoretical
necessity grounded in second language acquisition research.

The concept of negotiation of meaning further highlights the importance of interaction in
language learning. Long’s Interaction Hypothesis posits that language acquisition is facilitated
when learners engage in interaction that requires them to clarify, confirm, and modify their
utterances [5]. Such interactional modifications make input more comprehensible and provide
learners with immediate feedback on their language use. In classroom settings, negotiation of
meaning can occur through various discourse strategies, including clarification requests,
confirmation checks, and recasts. These strategies help learners identify discrepancies between
their intended meaning and their actual output, thereby promoting deeper cognitive processing.
However, in highly teacher-centered classrooms, opportunities for such negotiation are often
limited, as interaction tends to follow rigid, predetermined patterns.

The emergence of communicative language teaching (CLT) has prompted a shift toward
more interactive and learner-centered discourse practices. Within this framework, the role of the
teacher is redefined from a knowledge transmitter to a facilitator of communication. Walsh
(2011) introduces the concept of “interactional competence,” which refers to a teacher’s ability
to use language effectively to create learning opportunities [4]. This includes strategies such as
extending wait time, reformulating student responses, and encouraging learner-initiated
interaction. Research shows that when teachers demonstrate high interactional competence,
classrooms become more dialogic, and students are more actively engaged in the learning
process.

Collaborative learning is another key component of interactive discourse. Pair work and
group activities create opportunities for peer interaction, which differs significantly from
teacher-led discourse. Unlike IRF sequences, peer interaction often involves more symmetrical
participation, with learners negotiating meaning, co-constructing knowledge, and providing
feedback to each other. This aligns with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, which emphasizes the
role of social interaction in cognitive development [10]. Within the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD), learners can perform tasks with the support of more capable peers,
gradually internalizing new linguistic structures. Empirical studies have shown that collaborative
tasks lead to increased language production, greater lexical diversity, and improved fluency [8].

However, the implementation of interactive and collaborative discourse practices is not
without challenges. One significant barrier is the institutional context in which many English
language classrooms operate. In exam-oriented education systems, teachers often prioritize
accuracy and coverage of syllabus content over communicative competence. This leads to a
reliance on teacher-centered methods and limited opportunities for open-ended interaction [11].
Additionally, large class sizes can make it difficult to manage group activities and ensure equal
participation among students. In such contexts, teachers may revert to IRF patterns as a means of
maintaining order and efficiency.

Cultural factors also play a crucial role in shaping classroom interaction. In some
educational contexts, students may be reluctant to participate actively due to cultural norms that
emphasize respect for authority and discourage speaking out in class. This can result in limited
student initiation and a preference for teacher-led interaction. Studies have shown that learners
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from such backgrounds may require explicit encouragement and supportive classroom
environments to engage in communicative activities [11]. Teachers must therefore be sensitive to
these cultural dynamics and adopt strategies that gradually build students’ confidence and
willingness to participate.

Another important consideration is teacher training and professional development. Effective
implementation of interactive discourse strategies requires a high level of pedagogical awareness
and linguistic competence. Teachers must be able to recognize interactional opportunities, adapt
their language use, and respond flexibly to student contributions. However, many teacher
education programs place limited emphasis on classroom discourse analysis, focusing instead on
methodological knowledge and curriculum design. Integrating discourse analysis into teacher
training could enhance teachers’ ability to manage classroom interaction more effectively.

Technological advancements have also begun to influence teacher–student interaction
patterns. Digital tools and online platforms provide new opportunities for interaction beyond the
traditional classroom setting. For example, discussion forums, collaborative writing tools, and
video conferencing platforms enable learners to engage in asynchronous and synchronous
communication. These technologies can increase student participation, particularly for those who
may be hesitant to speak in face-to-face settings. However, the effectiveness of technology-
mediated interaction depends on how it is integrated into pedagogical practices.

From a discourse-analytic perspective, it is important to recognize that interaction patterns
are not inherently good or bad but must be evaluated in relation to their pedagogical purposes.
The IRF pattern, for instance, can be effective for introducing new material, checking
comprehension, and maintaining classroom structure. However, it should not be the sole mode of
interaction. A balanced approach that incorporates both structured and open-ended discourse is
essential for addressing different learning objectives.

Furthermore, the quality of feedback provided by teachers plays a significant role in shaping
classroom discourse. In traditional IRF sequences, feedback often takes the form of simple
evaluation (e.g., “correct” or “incorrect”). While this type of feedback serves an assessment
function, it does not necessarily promote further interaction or deeper learning. In contrast,
elaborative feedback—such as reformulations, prompts, and follow-up questions—can extend
interaction and encourage learners to produce more complex language. Research indicates that
such feedback strategies are more effective in promoting language development [4].

The role of wait time is another critical aspect of interaction. Studies have shown that
increasing the time teachers wait after asking a question leads to longer and more thoughtful
student responses. Extended wait time allows learners to process input, formulate responses, and
overcome anxiety associated with speaking in a second language. Despite its effectiveness, wait
time is often limited in practice, as teachers may feel pressured to maintain the pace of the lesson.

In addition, the concept of learner autonomy is closely مرتبط with interaction patterns.
Classrooms that encourage student-initiated interaction and collaborative learning foster greater
independence and responsibility for learning. Such environments enable learners to take an
active role in constructing knowledge, rather than relying solely on teacher input. This shift
aligns with contemporary educational paradigms that emphasize learner-centered approaches and
lifelong learning skills.

Finally, the analysis underscores the need for a contextualized understanding of classroom
discourse. Interaction patterns vary depending on factors such as proficiency level, lesson
objectives, classroom size, and cultural context. Therefore, there is no one-size-fits-all approach
to managing classroom interaction. Teachers must adopt a flexible and reflective approach,
continuously evaluating and adapting their practices to meet the needs of their learners.

Conclusion
Teacher–student interaction patterns play a crucial role in shaping language learning

outcomes in English classrooms. While traditional IRF structures remain prevalent, there is a
growing shift toward more interactive and student-centered discourse practices.
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The study demonstrates that:
 IRF patterns, though useful, should be complemented with dialogic interaction
 Referential questions enhance student participation and language complexity
 Increasing student talking time is essential for communicative competence
 Collaborative and interactive strategies significantly improve learning outcomes
For effective ELT, teachers should adopt flexible discourse strategies that promote

engagement, interaction, and meaningful language use.
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