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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to explore the dimensions, underlying components, and
contextual determinants of students’ classroom silence based on elementary school teachers’ lived
experiences.

Methodology: This applied qualitative study employed a phenomenological research design.
Participants consisted of 16 elementary school teachers from Tonekabon city selected through
purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews. Trustworthiness of findings was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria
including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Data analysis was conducted
using thematic analysis through open, axial, and selective coding procedures with MAXQDA 2020
software.

Findings:Inferential analysis revealed that classroom silence is a multidimensional phenomenon
emerging from the interaction of psychological, pedagogical, familial, and institutional factors. Four
major categories were identified: student individual characteristics, teacher classroom management,
family factors, and school structure, encompassing 14 subthemes and 48 semantic codes. Findings
indicated that communication anxiety, low self-confidence, teacher-centered instructional
practices, limited psychological safety, family challenges, and rigid school regulations significantly
contribute to students’ silence. The results further suggested that silence functions not merely as
disengagement but as an adaptive coping strategy shaped by perceived classroom climate and
participation opportunities.

Conclusion: The study concludes that classroom silence results from a dynamic interaction
between learner characteristics, instructional practices, family context, and institutional structures,
highlighting the necessity of systemic educational interventions focused on psychological safety,
participatory teaching, social skill development, and supportive school environments.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Classroom interaction constitutes the core of meaningful learning processes, as education is not limited to the transmission of knowledge
but fundamentally relies on dialogue, participation, and social engagement among learners. Within this interactive environment,
classroom silence has emerged as a complex educational phenomenon attracting increasing scholarly attention. Traditionally, silence was
interpreted as a sign of discipline or attentiveness; however, contemporary educational research has reconceptualized silence as a

multidimensional communicative behavior reflecting psychological, social, pedagogical, and institutional dynamics (Meshki Baf

Moghadam et al., 2019; Wang & Moskal, 2019).

Recent studies emphasize that silence should not be equated with passivity or lack of learning. Instead, it represents a meaningful response
shaped by learners’ perceptions of classroom climate, interpersonal relations, and self-efficacy. In intercultural and educational contexts,
silence may signal anxiety, fear of negative evaluation, cultural adaptation, or cognitive reflection rather than disengagement (Wang et
al., 2022; Zhouyuan, 2016). Rescarchers have demonstrated that students often choose silence as a coping strategy when they perceive
communicative risks or psychological insecurity in classroom environments (Ghoreyshi Khorasgani et al., 2022).

Developmental psychology further explains classroom silence through adolescent socio-emotional transitions. During periods of identity
formation, learners become highly sensitive to peer judgment and teacher evaluation, which may reduce verbal participation despite
cognitive readiness to engage (Simmons, 2017). Meta-synthesis studies have confirmed that silent students frequently possess adequate

academic abilities but demonstrate lower communication confidence or higher social anxiety (Mohammadi et al., 2025). These findings

challenge deficit-oriented perspectives and instead frame silence as a contextual and relational phenomenon.

Teacher-related variables have also been identified as critical determinants of classroom silence. Instructional style, classroom

management practices, and teacher—student interaction patterns strongly influence participation. Teacher-centered instruction, limited
feedback opportunities, and rigid communicative structures tend to suppress student voice and reinforce silent behavior (C. H. Shan,
20205 C. H. E. N. Shan, 2020). Conversely, collaborative pedagogies and dialogic teaching approaches encourage engagement and
reduce communicative withdrawal (Aripin, 2019; Aripin & Umam, 2019). The emotional tone established by teachers plays a
particularly influential role, as supportive interactions foster psychological safety necessary for active participation (Taylor et al., 2017).

Research has additionally highlighted the influence of family context on classroom communication. Parenting styles, emotional support,
and early socialization experiences shape students’ social competence and willingness to express opinions publicly. Students raised in

supportive environments typically demonstrate higher participation, whereas fear of criticism and limited social skills increase tendencies
toward silence (Ghadampour et al., 2023). Phenomenological investigations have similarly revealed that classroom silence emerges

from the intersection of personal traits, peer relationships, and family experiences (Araban & Romani, 2018).

Institutional and cultural dimensions further complicate the phenomenon. School structures characterized by strict regulations,
competitive evaluation systems, and hierarchical authority relations may unintentionally discourage student participation. When
psychological safety is lacking, students often perceive silence as the safest communicative option (Pirkamali et al., 2024; Sparapani
et al., 2016). Cross-cultural research confirms that silence may reflect broader sociocultural expectations regarding authority, respect,

and participation norms (Bagheri et al., 2024).

Moreover, technological transformations in education have introduced new forms of silence. Studies on synchronous virtual classrooms

reveal that reduced social presence, technological barriers, and digital anxiety contribute to increased student silence in online
environments (Sekwati et al., 2026). Experiences during emergency remote education further demonstrated that learning environments

significantly shape participation patterns and communicative behaviors (Khajavi, 2021).

Recent pedagogical innovations propose intervention strategies to address classroom silence, including communication-support
technologies, structured discussion systems, and public speaking training aimed at reducing communication apprehension (Hashmi,

2025; Matsuda et al., 2025). Despite these advances, many studies remain quantitative and fail to capture the lived experiences of
teachers who directly observe students’ silent behaviors. Therefore, a phenomenological perspective is required to understand how silence

is experienced, interpreted, and constructed within everyday classroom interactions.
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Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative research design grounded in phenomenology to explo
students’ classroom silence. The research was applied in purpose and focused on understan

interactions rather than testing predetermined hypotheses.

Participants consisted of elementary school teachers selected through purposive sampling based on professional experience and relevance
to the research topic. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in the participation of sixteen
teachers with diverse teaching backgrounds and years of professional experience. Inclusion criteria required participants to possess

relevant academic qualifications and a minimum level of teaching experience to ensure rich experiential data.

Data collection was conducted using in-depth semi-structured interviews that allowed participants to narrate authentic classroom
experiences. Interviews explored perceptions of silent student behavior, contextual conditions influencing participation, and teachers’
interpretations of silence within educational practice. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and systematically organized

for analysis.

To ensure trustworthiness, established qualitative criteria including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were
applied throughout the research process. Continuous engagement with data, participant validation, and analytic transparency strengthened

the reliability of findings.

Data analysis followed thematic analysis procedures involving open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. Initially, meaningful
statements were identified and coded. Related codes were then grouped into conceptual categories, and finally overarching themes were
extracted to construct a comprehensive model explaining classroom silence. Qualitative data analysis software facilitated systematic

organization, comparison, and interpretation of interview data.
Findings

Analysis of interview data revealed classroom silence as a multidimensional phenomenon emerging from interconnected psychological,
pedagogical, familial, and institutional factors. Four main thematic categories were identified: student individual characteristics, teacher

classroom management, family-related factors, and school structural conditions.

The first major category, student individual characteristics, encompassed themes such as communication difficulties, personality traits,
emotional insecurity, cognitive hesitation, and limited critical thinking development. Participants described silent students as often
experiencing anxiety, low self-confidence, fear of peer judgment, and uncertainty regarding academic competence. Silence frequently

appeared as a protective strategy allowing students to avoid perceived social risks within classroom interactions.

The second category, teacher classroom management, included subthemes related to instructional methods, interaction quality,
motivational practices, and classroom control strategies. Teachers reported that lecture-based instruction, limited dialogue opportunities,
insufficient feedback, and lack of pedagogical flexibility contributed to students’ reluctance to speak. Conversely, interactive teaching

practices were perceived as encouraging participation and reducing silence.

The third category involved family factors influencing classroom behavior. Participants highlighted the impact of emotional climate at
home, parental involvement, social skill development, and time-management habits. Students experiencing family stress, limited

emotional support, or weak communication patterns were more likely to demonstrate silent behavior in classroom settings.

The fourth categor

ed school structure and organizational environment. Themes included rigid institutional rules, lack of

luation systems, and limited opportunities for student voice. Teachers emphasized that school culture

articipate, with restrictive environments fostering silence as an adaptive behavioral response.

results from the interaction of multiple ecological layers rather than a single causal
imultaneously by internal psychological processes and external educational
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that classroom silence should be understood as a relational and systemic phenomenon rather than an individual
deficit. Students’ silent behavior reflects complex interactions between personal characteristics, instructional practices, family
environments, and institutional structures. Silence often functions as an adaptive strategy through which students regulate emotional risk,

maintain social acceptance, and cope with perceived insecurity within learning environments.

The prominence of individual psychological factors confirms that participation is strongly tied to learners’ emotional safety and self-
P psy g P P gy y
perception. When students lack confidence or fear negative evaluation, verbal engagement decreases regardless of academic ability. These

results highlight the importance of addressing emotional dimensions of learning alongside cognitive outcomes.

Teacher practices emerged as a central mediating factor shaping classroom communication. Classrooms characterized by dialogic
interaction, supportive feedback, and flexible pedagogy appeared to foster participation, whereas authoritative or monotonous
instructional styles reinforced communicative withdrawal. This finding underscores the transformative role of teachers in either

reproducing or disrupting cultures of silence.

Family influences further reveal that classroom participation cannot be separated from broader socialization processes. Emotional security,
communication habits, and social competencies cultivated outside school significantly shape students’ engagement patterns. Educational

interventions therefore require collaboration between schools and families rather than isolated classroom-based solutions.

Institutional structures also play a decisive role. Schools that emphasize control, rigid discipline, and performance pressure may
unintentionally suppress student voice. In contrast, environments promoting psychological safety, inclusion, and dialogue enable students

to express ideas more confidently. Thus, classroom silence reflects organizational culture as much as individual behavior.

Taken together, the study suggests that reducing classroom silence requires systemic educational transformation rather than isolated
behavioral interventions. Effective strategies should integrate learner-centered pedagogy, emotionally supportive classroom climates,

family engagement initiatives, and participatory school policies.

In conclusion, classroom silence represents a meaningful communicative phenomenon shaped by multilayered educational realities.
Understanding silence through teachers’ lived experiences provides valuable insight into hidden dynamics of classroom interaction and
highlights the necessity of creating learning environments where students feel psychologically safe, socially valued, and intellectually

empowered to speak.
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