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ABSTRACT

Avrticle type: Background and Objective: Teacher-student relationships are a key
component of the teaching-learning process, and they play a particularly
important role in English language classrooms due to the interactive
nature of language learning. In authoritarian educational contexts and
cultures with high power distance, institutional norms often render
classroom interactions formal, hierarchical, and cautious, which can
hinder the development of collaborative relationships. This study aimed to
explore English language teachers’ professional experiences of teacher-
student relationships in Sistan and Baluchestan province and to draw
implications for teacher education. Methods: A qualitative design was
adopted, using six-stage thematic analysis. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 18 participants, including 12
secondary school English teachers and 6 teacher educators, selected
through purposive sampling. Data analysis was conducted concurrently
with data collection using open, axial, and selective coding. Findings:

Research Article

Keywords: Four main themes emerged: ongoing tension between maintaining teacher
) ) authority and promoting collaborative interaction; conflict between
EFL Education, Relational emotional accessibility and the need to preserve formal distance; lack of
Pedagogy, Qualitative systematic training in communication skills in teacher education
Research, Teacher-Student programs; and the impact of grade-oriented assessment on the emergence
Relationship, Hierarchical of instrumental relationships in class. Conclusion: Teacher-student
Structures, Iranian relationships in this context are often formal and cautious, and teachers
Educational System struggle to balance authority and intimacy. Strengthening communication

skills training in teacher education and revising assessment practices may
enhance classroom interactions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In English as a Foreign Language (EFL) pedagogy, classroom learning extends far beyond linguistic input
and cognitive acquisition; it constitutes an inherently relational, affective, and socially negotiated
enterprise. While contemporary educational paradigms increasingly advocate learner-centeredness,
affective engagement, and collaborative dialogic inquiry, actual pedagogical practices across many non-
Western settings remain heavily circumscribed by deeply entrenched authoritarian, high-power-distance,
and test-dominated educational traditions. In contexts such as Sistan and Baluchestan province in
southeastern Iran—characterized by pronounced cultural hierarchies, systemic educational deprivation, and
conservative socio-normative expectations—the nature of the teacher—student relationship (TSR) becomes
fundamentally fraught with socio-cultural, structural, and professional paradoxes.

Teachers operating within these centralized bureaucratic schooling systems are caught in an acute dilemma:
they are simultaneously expected to cultivate an emotionally secure, interactive space for foreign language
communication and to preserve rigid classroom authority, enforce behavioral discipline, and ensure high
student achievement on high-stakes, standardized assessments (e.g., the national university entrance exam
or Konkur). Despite burgeoning global scholarship affirming that constructive, secure teacher—student
bonds bolster students’ self-regulated learning (SRL), academic resilience, communicative willingness, and
psychological well-being, empirical research scrutinizing how teachers perceive, negotiate, and internalize
these relational tensions within authoritarian EFL ecologies remains scarce. To address this empirical and
conceptual void, this qualitative study investigates how Iranian EFL teachers and teacher educators in Sistan
and Baluchestan experience, articulate, and sustain relational dynamics with their learners, and illuminates
how cultural, institutional, and pedagogical constraints shape and reconfigure these relational practices.

Research Questions:

1) How do English language teachers in Sistan and Baluchestan Province experience and describe their
relationships with students?

2)What cultural, educational, and institutional factors influence the formation and sustainability of
teacher—student relationships in EFL classrooms within this context?

Literature Review

The theoretical foundation of this study integrates Sociocultural Theory (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf &
Thorne, 2006), Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory (specifically Power Distance; Hofstede, 1986,
2001), Self-Regulated Learning frameworks (Zimmerman, 2000; Pintrich, 2004), and models of Teacher
Professional Identity and Agency (Bullough, 2011; Kelchtermans, 2009). Sociocultural perspectives posit
that language learning is socially mediated, positioning the teacher—student relationship as the primary
conduit for scaffolded linguistic growth and identity construction. However, viewed through Hofstede’s
high-power-distance lens, traditional classrooms institutionalize strict asymmetry: teachers are revered as
unquestioned authority figures, while students occupy subordinate, passive roles (Lotfi Gaskaree et al.,
2026; Matsumoto, 2002).

Empirical research confirms that empathic, non-threatening relationships serve as an external regulatory
resource, effectively lowering language anxiety while fostering academic buoyancy, engagement, and self-
efficacy (Mercer & Dérnyei, 2020; Roorda et al., 2011; Zhang, 2024). Conversely, studies in centralized,
transmission-oriented systems reveal that instructors often associate affective closeness with loss of



authority and classroom disorder (Hargreaves, 2000; Khani & Gaskaree, 2024). Furthermore, teacher
education programs remain disproportionately focused on linguistic knowledge and decontextualized
methods, largely ignoring relational and socio-emotional competencies (Salimi & Rad, 2024).
Consequently, practicing teachers must navigate the complex demands of classroom relationships through
trial-and-error, relying on tacit folk pedagogies rather than systematic pedagogical reflexivity (Day & Gu,
2007).

Methodology

To deeply capture the contextualized nuances of pedagogical relationships, this study adopted a qualitative,
inductive thematic design guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework. The participant pool
was purposefully selected via maximum-variation sampling, comprising 18 key informants: 12 experienced
high school EFL teachers (representing male and female public schools across urban and suburban districts)
and 6 university teacher educators from Farhangian University and state higher education institutions in
Sistan and Baluchestan. All participants possessed at least five years of professional teaching or teacher-
training experience. Theoretical saturation was reached by the 15th interview, after which three
supplementary interviews were conducted to ensure comprehensive thematic exhaustiveness. Data
generation spanned three months, combining in-depth, semi-structured interviews (30—40 minutes each
across 10 core conceptual domains) with elicited professional biographical narratives and detailed,
reflective post-interview field notes. Verbatim transcripts were imported into NVivo 12 and analyzed
recursively through line-by-line open coding—yielding 110 initial conceptual codes—followed by thematic
clustering, inductive cross-case synthesis, and rigorous thematic refinement. To ensure institutional rigor,
trustworthiness was established in accordance with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria through participant
member checking, independent parallel coding with peer debriefing, detailed audit trails documenting
analytical decisions, multi-source data triangulation, and sustained researcher reflexivity regarding
institutional subjectivity.

Results

Thematic analysis revealed four overarching themes detailing the complex relational landscape of
authoritarian EFL classrooms:

1. Striking a Dynamic Balance Between Teacher and Student Power: Participants articulated an
ongoing, volatile struggle to transition from rigid, top-down knowledge-transmission models
toward participatory, dialogic facilitation. This transitional space was metaphorically described as
“walking on the edge of a blade,” wherein attempts to democratize classroom discourse were
frequently misread by learners as pedagogical weakness or an invitation to behavioral
transgression.

2. The Enduring Tension Between Approachability and Maintaining Authority: Teachers grappled
with profound social and familial conditioning. Prevailing socio-cultural norms, conservative
parental expectations, and school disciplinary cultures dictate that professional dignity necessitates
emotional detachment and aloofness. Warmth, humor, and empathic accessibility were perceived
as precarious gambles that risked undermining classroom management.

3. The Systemic Gap in Formal Teacher Education for Relational Competence: Both classroom
teachers and teacher educators universally condemned the lack of relational and socio-emotional



training in official pre-service and in-service curricula. Informants highlighted that teacher
education curricula prioritize grammar, pedagogy, and rote lesson planning, abandoning novice
instructors to navigate relational crises, student alienation, and emotional distress via unguided,
stressful trial and error.

4. Dominance of Grade-Centered, Konkur-Driven Assessment Over Relational Action: The
institutional stranglehold of high-stakes, competitive, multiple-choice examinations (Konkur) and
rigid summative grading frameworks instrumentalizes classroom interactions. Relational and
affective practices are frequently dismissed as dispensable luxuries, forcing instructors to subjugate
relational empathy to relentless syllabus coverage, rote drills, and test-oriented performance
metrics.

Discussion

These findings demonstrate that teacher—student relationships in traditional EFL settings are not merely
dyadic, private interpersonal affinities; they are socio-historically situated constructs perpetually shaped by
institutional regimes, structural power relations, and socio-cultural paradigms. While Western literature
promotes egalitarian, highly collaborative teacher—student dynamics, applying such models directly to
high-power-distance contexts without cultural adaptation generates severe friction, pedagogical dissonance,
and role ambiguity. In conservative contexts like Sistan and Baluchestan, teachers cannot realistically
abandon their authoritative roles overnight without risking pedagogical instability and professional
vulnerability.

Instead, the findings advocate for a culturally responsive, calibrated, and incremental approach to
relationality. Teachers can cultivate psychological safety and supportive rapport through low-risk,
contextualized instructional practices—such as personalized written feedback, discrete informal dialogues
before or after class, and low-stakes small-group cooperative tasks—thereby humanizing the pedagogical
space without compromising their culturally sanctioned professional standing. Furthermore, the findings
call for decentering high-stakes summative exams by introducing continuous formative assessments,
dynamic performance-based tasks, and self-regulatory reflective logs that naturally bridge the
communicative chasm between instructors and learners.

Conclusion

This study concludes that transforming relational dynamics in authoritarian EFL classrooms demands
systemic structural reform across curriculum policy, assessment design, and teacher education. Sustainable
pedagogical renewal cannot occur if relational competency is treated as an optional personality trait rather
than a core professional requirement. Consequently, teacher education institutions (such as Farhangian
University) must restructure their curricula to incorporate simulated clinical practice, critical relational
reflexivity, scenario-based conflict resolution, and social-emotional learning frameworks.

By reconceptualizing relational competence as an essential, teachable pedagogical pillar alongside
linguistic and pedagogical knowledge, educational policymakers can empower EFL teachers to transcend
rigid authoritarian roles. This paradigm shift will allow them to foster emotionally secure, communicative
classroom communities that nurture autonomous, self-regulated, and linguistically confident language
learners.
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