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 An Empirical Study of Teacher-Student 
Interaction in College English Classroom 

from the Perspective of Educational Equality

 Feifei CHEN1

Abstract

Educational equality is seen as the cornerstone of social justice. Likewise, 
ensuring the equality of teacher-student interaction in the classroom plays a 
crucial part in meeting the requirements of social justice. In college English 
classroom, teachers are expected to provide students with equal opportunities 
to interact with one another through communicative and collaborative activities 
so as to give the full play of students’ potential. However, it is worth noting 
that the unequal status in current teacher-student interaction may pose serious 
threat to the implementation of educational equality in higher education system. 
Therefore, taking the 85 students of Zhejiang Yuexiu University as research 
participants, the study, spanning from September 2019 to January 2020, is designed 
to investigate the factors that infl uence teachers’ educational equality mindset 
and to assess whether the signifi cant diff erence between these variables and 
inequality in classroom interaction exists by adopting the research instruments of 
classroom observation, interview and questionnaire. The data collected reveal that 
the inequality can be discerned in teacher-student interaction in college English 
classroom, for the teacher’s questioning times, question types, and feedback types 
are closely associated with the diff erences of genders, personalities, regions and 
English levels of students. In addition, the root causes for the inequality are also 
examined discreetly from multi-perspectives through interviews on both teachers 
and students for better proposing some eff ective strategies to minimize educational 
inequality and facilitate students’ development in positive directions in college 
English education.
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classroom, factors, eff ective strategies.

 

1 Department of College English, Zhejiang Yuexiu University, Shaoxing CHINA. 

E-mail: chenfeifei0829@163.com



REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020

42

Introduction



43

REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020



REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020

44



45

REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020



REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020

46



47

REVISTA DE CERCETARE SI INTERVENTIE SOCIALA - VOLUMUL 71/2020

Interview 

As a commonly-used research instrument, interview is a purposeful interaction 
providing information that is inaccessible through observation (Mills & Gay, 
2019). In order to make the results more reliable, I selected 6 teachers of diff erent 
genders, ages, college grades (including the teacher in the observed class) and 10 
students of diff erent genders, personalities, positions, regions and English levels 
for the semi-structured interview to further evaluate the teachers’ educational 
equality mindset and to explore the intrinsic factors that caused this predicament. 
To be precise, teachers’ understanding and awareness of educational equality as 
well as students’ expectation and experience towards an equal and just teacher-
student interaction were probed in details in the interview.

Questionnaire

Questionnaire was used as an auxiliary tool in this research. 85 copies of 
questionnaire were distributed before the observation started and all valid copies 
were retrieved to collect the demographic information such as the genders, 
personalities, regions, positions and English levels of students. 
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Results

I utilized the Microsoft Excel and statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS 
21.0) to calculate the data, in order to examine the eff ects of diff erent genders, 
personalities, regions, positions and English levels of students on the teacher-
student interaction based on the questioning times, question types and feedback 
types given by the English teacher. An alpha level of .05 was used in this study.

Gender

The data indicated that boys and girls in the class were questioned 8.31 times 
and 6.63 times on average respectively (Table 1). In the classroom interaction, it 
was clear that the teacher was more inclined to ask boys questions. In terms of 
the question types and the feedback types, genders show signifi cant diff erence 
(p<0.05, Table 2 & 3), revealing the fact that more high-level questions and 
positive feedback were distributed to boys. To conclude, diff erences in gender had 
infl uenced the equality of teacher-student interaction in college English classroom 
and H1 is supported.

Table 1. Statistics on questioning times in diff erent genders

Table 2. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of question types in diff erent genders

Note: Signifi cant diff erence exists when p<0.05. 

Classroom Interac� on
Genders

Boys Girls

Ques� oning � mes 108 477

Percentage 18.46% 81.54%

Average 8.31 6.63

Ques� on types
Genders

Boys Girls

High-level 55（50.93%） 152（31.87%）

Low-level 53（49.07%） 325（68.13%）

Total 108（100%） 477（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 13.992

P Value 0.000
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Table 3. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of feedback types in diff erent genders 

Personality

As seen from the Table 4, the extroverted students obtained more attention 
from the teacher than their counterparts. Meanwhile, the teacher tended to provide 
extroverted students with more high-level questions and gave them more positive 
feedback (see Table 5 & 6). It was certifi ed that students’ personalities showed 
signifi cant diff erence on question types and feedback types based on the results 
p=0.000. Therefore, personalities have correlation with the inequality of teacher-
student interaction in college English classroom and H2 is supported.

Table 4. Statistics on questioning times in diff erent personalities

Table 5. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of question types in diff erent personalities

Feedback Types
Genders

Boys Girls

Posi� ve 93（86.11%） 344（72.18%）

Nega� ve 15（13.89%） 133（27.88%）

Total 108（100%） 477（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 9.125

P Value 0.003

Classroom Interac� on
Personali� es

Extroverted Introverted

Ques� oning � mes 316 269

Percentage 54.02% 45.98%

Average(≈) 7.9 5.98

Ques� on Types
Personali� es

Extroverted Introverted

High-level 132（41.77%） 75（27.88%）

Low-level 184（58.23%） 194（72.12%）

Total 316（100%） 269（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 12.263

P Value 0.000
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Table 6. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of feedback types in diff erent personalities

Region

In general, students from developed areas perform better in spoken English. 
Table 7 showed that compared with students from less developed areas, students 
from more developed ones received about 1.5 more times on average, indicating 
that the teacher preferred to interact with students from more developed regions. 
Likewise, as for the question types and the feedback types, regions also revealed 
notable diff erence (p<0.05, Table 8 & 9). Therefore, diff erences in regions relate 
to the inequality of teacher-student interaction in college English classroom and 
H3 is accepted.

Table 7. Statistics on questioning times in diff erent regions

Table 8. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of question types in diff erent regions 

Feedback Types
Personali� es

Extroverted Introverted

Posi� ve 262（82.91%） 188（69.89%）

Nega� ve 54（17.09%） 81（30.11%）

Total 316（100%） 269（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 13.882

P Value 0.000

Classroom Interac� on
Regions

More 
developed

Less developed

Ques� oning � mes 483 102

Percentage 82.56% 17.44%

Average(≈) 7.21 5.67

Ques� on Types
Regions

More developed Less developed

High-level 182 (37.68%) 25 (24.51%)

Low-level 301 (62.32%) 77 (75.49%)

Total 483 (100%) 102 (100%)

χ2 (Chi-square) 6.390

P Value 0.011
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Table 9. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of feedback types in diff erent regions

Position

According to Table 10, there was barely any noticeable diff erence in terms of 
questioning times between 16 student leaders and 69 ordinary students. Though 
student leaders were more likely to receive high-level questions (Table 11), they 
got less positive feedback than the rest of the students (Table 12). The fi gures 
demonstrated that students’ position in the class had no signifi cant diff erence 
(p>0.05, Table 11 & 12) on questions types and feedback types. To sum up, 
diff erences in positions have no connection to the inequality of teacher-student 
interaction in college English classroom and consequently H4 is rejected.

Table 10. Statistics on questioning times in diff erent positions

Table 11. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of question types in diff erent positions 

Feedback Types
Regions

More developed Less developed

Posi� ve 386 (79.92%) 64 (62.75%)

Nega� ve 97 (20.08%) 38 (37.25%)

Total 483 (100%) 102 (100%)

χ2 (Chi-square) 13.990

P Value 0.000

Classroom Interac� on
Posi� ons

Student 
leaders

Ordinary 
students

Ques� oning � mes 115 470

Percentage 19.66% 80.34%

Average(≈) 7.19 6.81

Ques� on Types
Posi� ons

Student leaders Ordinary students

High-level 44 (38.26%) 163 (34.68%)

Low-level 71 (61.74%) 307 (65.32%)

Total 115 (100%) 470 (100%)

χ2 (Chi-square) 0.518

P Value 0.472
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Table 12. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of feedback types in diff erent positions

English levels

As the data presented, A students got more questions on average (8.08) than 
comparatively lower-level students (6.72 & 5.15; Table 13). Besides, 44.55% 
high-level questions were off ered to A students while C students only got half 
of them (Table 14). As for the feedback types, students with good academic 
performance also had greater advantages in gaining more positive feedbacks from 
their teacher (Table 15). It was verifi ed that students’ English levels in the class 
showed signifi cant diff erence (p<0.05, see table 14 &15) on questions types and 
feedback types in the interactive process between teachers and students in college 
English classroom and thus H5 is accepted.

Table 13. Statistics on questioning times in diff erent English levels

Table 14. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of question types in diff erent English levels

Feedback Types
Posi� ons

Student leaders Ordinary 
students

Posi� ve 88（76.52%） 362（77.02%）

Nega� ve 27（23.48%） 108（22.98%）

Total 115（100%） 470（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 0.013

P Value 0.909

Classroom Interac� on
English levels

A B C

Ques� oning � mes 202 316 67

Percentage 34.53% 54.02% 11.45%

Average 8.08 6.72 5.15

Ques� on Types
English levels

A B C

High-level 90（44.55%） 102（32.28%） 15（22.39%）

Low-level 112（55.45%） 214（67.72%） 52（77.61%）

Total 202（100%） 316（100%） 67（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 13.712

P Value 0.001
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Table 15. Signifi cant diff erence test in terms of feedback types in diff erent English 
levels

Discussion

The fi ndings of the observation clearly indicate that educational inequality does 
exist in teacher-student interaction in college English classroom. The inequality is 
mainly refl ected in the aspects of questioning times, question types and feedback 
types aff ected by four variables including genders, personalities, regions and 
English levels of the students. According to the results of the interviews, 9 students 
out of 10 held negative attitudes to the question “Do you think your English teacher 
treat all classmates equally in the classroom”. Besides, over 80% students believed 
the teacher had a preference for boys and students with good grades in class. As for 
teachers, all admitted that they could not treat students equally, be it consciously 
or subconsciously. In response to the question “What kind of students are you 
more inclined to ask questions?” 3 teachers said they tended to ask students with 
good academic performance as they could provide more correct and informative 
answers. 2 mentioned they preferred to ask boys questions for they were more 
active and not afraid of embarrassment. For the question “How do you understand 
the equality in teacher-student interaction in the classroom”, the teachers pointed 
out that equality in higher education was one of the greatest guidelines for achieving 
social equity. However, diff erences in students’ motivation, qualities, interactive 
competence as well as teachers’ teaching skills, beliefs and attitudes would hinder 
the realization of interactive equality.

Through in-depth analysis, the root causes that forming the unequal status 
in classroom interaction are detected as follows: (1) The fact that educational 
investments in diff erent parts of China have long been unbalanced made students 
from central and western regions incomparable with those from eastern coastal 
areas, especially in the oral English skills; (2) With vague understanding of 
educational equality and weak skills in yielding high-quality interactive activities, 
teachers are sometimes biased and stereotyped to students with poor qualities; 
(3) The individual diff erences in personality, intelligence, learning ability and 
learning attitude of students may reinforce the inequality of classroom interaction 
between teachers and students. In view of the existing problems, in order to 

Feedback Types
English levels

A B C

Posi� ve 166（82.18%） 24（77.22%） 40（59.70%）

Nega� ve 36（17.82%） 72（22.78%） 27（40.30%）

Total 202（100%） 316（100%） 67（100%）

χ2 (Chi-square) 14.352

P Value 0.001
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optimize the quality of classroom teaching and to better achieve educational 
equality, the following strategies are proposed: to strengthen teachers’ moralities 
and raise their awareness of the importance of equal treatment with every student 
in classroom interaction to avoid prejudice and stereotype; organize training 
programs to enhance teachers’ teaching abilities, especially on giving high-quality 
questions and feedbacks, optimizing the strategies of classroom organization 
and creating collaborative learning atmosphere in the classroom; guided by the 
student-oriented teaching philosophy, teachers are required to adopt multiple 
evaluation criteria featuring fairness and objectivity to motivate students to take 
initiatives in the interactive activities so as to give full play to students’ individual 
characteristics. As Cogen & Lotan (1995) stated, “it is possible to produce equal-
status in classroom in heterogeneous classrooms as well as signifi cant gains in 
achievement.” If all received the same quality of education, received the same 
respect from teachers all of whom were equally able and dedicated, all would 
“succeed”.

Conclusion

The idea of, equality in education has developed in similar fashion to the more 
general concept of social equity. The fi ndings have added abundant evidence to the 
fact that there is an unfair interaction between teachers and students in Chinese 
College English classroom infl uenced by variables like gender, personality, region 
and English level of students. In addition, the in-depth analysis of the statistics and 
interviews undertaken here, has extended our knowledge of the reasons behind the 
unequal phenomenon from a microscopic perspective and thus helps put forward 
the eff ective strategies for improving the educational equality in teacher-student 
interaction in college English education. Quality and equality of education, are 
indeed, important not only to students but also for the sustainable development 
of society as a whole (Zhang, Qin, & Liu, 2019). Therefore, these strategies, 
including cultivating teachers’ moral literacy and awareness of educational 
equality, improving their teaching and interactive abilities as well as adopting 
fair and objective evaluation criteria to measure students’ development both in 
cognitive and aff ective domains, can generally divert the public attention to the 
issue of educational equality in college English education so that the positive 
teacher-student interaction in the classroom can exert a great infl uence on the 
academic performance and overall development of college students. In closing, 
this research authentically responds to the impending task of the equal educational 
opportunities for English learners at tertiary level in a Chinese context and lays a 
foundation for further research to remedy the present predicament.
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Recommendations

From the research results and fi ndings, some practical suggestions are proposed 
as follows:
– The data collected are relatively based upon a limited number of participants from 

merely one university in Eastern part of China; therefore, in order to broaden 
the extent to which the fi ndings can be generalized, a larger-scale study can be 
conducted to strengthen the explanation of the factors that cause the inequality 
in a real-time classroom. 

– To provide a panoramic view of the educational equality in college English ed-
ucation, the extra factors that may infl uence the equality of teacher-student in-
teraction in the classroom should be explored further to illuminate the actual 
situation in Chinese higher education system.

– The research only touches upon the teacher-student interaction in English class-
room at tertiary level, so it is beyond the scope of the study to probe into the 
teacher-student interaction in other subjects or in education of elementary and 
secondary schools.  Therefore, it is advisable to expand the research in greater 
scope and depth in the future.
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