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Abstract 

 

The paper considers the problem of teacher-student interaction styles in the process of online foreign 

language teaching at a university. Taking into account the inevitable integration of online classes into 

education and the aim to enhance the students’ innovative potential the authors set the goal to determine 

and describe the efficient communication styles for a teacher to interact with students in the electronic 

environment. Literature review and theoretical analysis allowed the authors to specify in detail 

characteristics of authoritarian, democratic and laissez-faire styles, which are applicable to online English 

as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction. The characteristics are based on the four criteria: determining the 

components of online learning process, organizing online group activities, giving the online feedback, 

making online assessment. Using the given characteristics, a questionnaire was created to group students’ 

preferences into three categories. To obtain necessary data about students’ preferences related to online 

teacher-student interaction styles a survey was conducted among the students of National Research 

University of Electronic Technology (MIET), Moscow, Zelenograd, Russian Federation. The results of the 

survey show that students tend to prefer a democratic EFL teacher to communicate with online. Modern 

students are eager to participate actively in the education process organized in the electronic environment. 

To take into consideration their point of view and, therefore, to make the process of online EFL learning 

more effective, the authors recommend that the teachers maintain the so-called “subject-subject” or 

partnership relation with their students. 
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1. Introduction 

As today we are facing the rise of an innovative economy, the aim of higher education institutions 

should be to mold University graduates of any profile into innovative personnel. 

In a broad sense, the term “innovative personnel” refers to the employees with high innovative 

potential. Innovator is a creative worker, someone who introduces changes and new ideas, someone capable 

of thinking outside of the box and adapting to the rapidly changing conditions of the post-industrial society. 

Such persons are characterized by innovative thinking and behavior. They aspire to a high level of 

professionalism, try to constantly improve their qualifications and creative skills, eager to master the latest 

technological approaches, methods and forms of labor organization. Such specialists are ready for 

continuous self-improvement and acquisition of new competencies. Moreover, innovators should possess 

certain psychological and moral qualities – adaptability, flexibility of thinking, imagination, determination 

and so on (Evdokimova, 2020). 

Given the speed of innovation happening in the world, it is very difficult to predict what hard skills 

(specific job-related abilities) an innovative person may need in the future. An innovative specialist should 

possess not only a set of learned competencies (which tend to become obsolete), but also exhibit the so-

called soft skills (Fadel, 2015; Klaus, 2010). By the term “soft skills” we mean after Maria Cinque (2016) 

“a dynamic combination of cognitive and meta-cognitive skills, interpersonal, intellectual and practical 

skills. Soft skills help people to adapt and behave positively so that they can deal effectively with the 

challenges of their professional and everyday life” (pp. 394-395). 

The currently prevailing classical/traditional educational paradigm, which sets the task of mainly 

transmitting information from the teacher to students, does not meet the needs of the present society, since 

the knowledge that is transmitted during the educational process becomes outdated very quickly, especially 

in high-tech fields.  

Thus, in the new educational paradigm, the main task of the teacher should be to enhance the 

students’ autonomy (Moore et al., 2019), sense of responsibility (OECD, 2018), creativity and interpersonal 

communication skills, in other words, the teacher should help the students fulfill their innovative potential.  

  

2. Problem Statement 

To reform teaching and learning practices, teachers all over the world are trying to integrate 

information and communication technologies (ICT) into classrooms (Levy & Moore, 2018; Yang & 

Shadiev, 2019). Blended learning (“a combination of traditional f2f [face-to-face] modes of instruction with 

online modes of learning (OL), drawing on technology-mediated instruction, where all participants in the 

learning process are separated by distance some of the time” (Siemens et al., 2015, p. 62) is being widely 

used. On introducing blended learning into the process of education, teachers enhance the students' ability 

to plan and organize their study activities, prioritize daily tasks focusing on the result. The students learn 

to engage their problem-solving skills when making decisions / informed choices in challenging situations 

and feel responsible for them. Students have opportunities to autonomously find and analyze information, 

transform it into knowledge and present the obtained results using various modern technologies. Blended 

learning helps to organize controlled independent work of the students and creates the conditions for various 
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modes of interaction – not only between the teacher and students, but also between students themselves, as 

well as between the teacher and the so-called “small groups” of students. Moreover, the function of the 

teacher is to train the interpersonal communication skills of the students (Evdokimova et al., 2018). These 

forms of interaction are possible both in the “brick-and-mortar” classroom and during extracurricular time 

in the electronic environment through webinars, chats, blogs, etc. We can use ICT to do all the conventional 

things we have always done in the classroom, in the same kinds of ways. But the focus of our research is 

the use of technology in innovative ways which will change the nature of the interaction between teachers 

and students. 

  

3. Research Questions 

There is a wide range of research worldwide concerning different aspects of teacher-student 

interaction. Some of the researchers study the impact of teaching styles on the psychological state of the 

students (Yao & Luh, 2019), the process of learning (Leithwood et al., 2010), students’ interest and 

achievement (Dever & Karabenick, 2011; Dinham, 2007), students’ motivation and engagement (Stroet, et 

al., 2013), student autonomy (Erdel & Takkac, 2019). Some findings show that interpersonal relations 

influence the students’ perception of the teacher competence (Clemente, 2018). 

It is worth mentioning that there are no studies showing in what way the interaction between teachers 

and students in an online environment is different from that of the traditional classroom. Methodological 

decisions about the organization of online training are being made intuitively, since practical 

implementation of online education happens faster than its theoretical research. The impossibility of 

conducting face-to-face classroom activities during coronavirus pandemic has accelerated the process of 

reformatting teaching English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to university students. But are the teachers 

aware of specific online interaction techniques? And what do teachers know about students’ preferences 

related to online teacher-student interaction styles?  

 

4. Purpose of the Study 

Therefore, the urgent task of pedagogical science today is to determine and describe the efficient 

communication styles for a teacher to interact with students in the electronic environment. 

  

5. Research Methods 

To fulfill the task it is necessary first to study teacher-student communication styles in face-to-face 

teaching. 

At present, the theory of teaching styles describing teacher-centered and student-centered 

communication patterns is rather popular. It favours the student-centered classroom interaction, when the 

teacher considers the students’ needs and interests, fosters their personality through managing their 

activities (Rogers, 1983).  

As Jones states (2007), “in a student-centered class, the teacher is a member of the class as a 

participant in the learning process” (p. 2). For the student-centered interaction to be a success the teacher 
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should establish good rapport with the students (Estepp & Roberts, 2015) and relationships of trust 

(Robinson, 2017).  

Grasha (1996) gives a more detailed classification of teaching styles and differentiates between five 

of them. 

Expert teacher possesses knowledge and expertise that students need, challenges students to enhance 

their competence and tends to transmit information and ensure that students are well prepared. 

Formal authority teacher has a status among students because of the knowledge he possesses, is 

occupied with establishing learning goals, providing students with the structure they need to learn, giving 

positive and negative feedback. 

Personal model teacher believes in “teaching by personal example”, supervises and administers by 

showing how to do things and encouraging students to observe and then to imitate the instructor’s approach. 

Facilitator emphasizes the personal nature of teacher-student interactions, instructs and manages 

students by asking questions, exploring options, suggesting alternatives. The overall goal is to develop in 

students the capacity for independent action, initiative, and responsibility. Such a teacher works with 

students on projects using a consultative pattern and does his utmost to motivate, encourage and support 

the learners. 

Delegator is concerned with developing students’ ability to perform their functions independently. 

Students work on projects on their own or as a part of autonomous teams. They can contact the teacher as 

a resource person when necessary. 

Teacher-student interaction styles can be also deduced from the leadership styles reflecting the 

leader’s manner to organize the group activities.  The example is the Situational Leadership II theory, which 

can be applied not only for business spheres, but also for the educational domain. The theory is a modified 

version of the previous model of Situational Leadership created by Paul Hersey and Kenneth Blanchard. 

Situational Leadership II theory developed by Kenneth Blanchard, Drea Zigarmi and Robert Nelson uses 

two dimensions of behaviour – supportive and directing which both may be exhibited by a leader but to a 

different extent (high and low) (Blanchard et al., 1993).  

In our research we will stick to the most widely known theory of leadership styles developed by 

Lewin et al. (1939). The researchers studied how the leadership methods modified the interaction of the 

children club members. Lewin and his associates (1939) identified three leadership styles based on the 

degree of the leader’s involvement in the club activities. Although the theory was proposed in the last 

century, the styles it differentiates - authoritarian, democratic and laissez-faire ones - are still relevant for 

pedagogy. 

Authoritarian (autocratic) leader determines all the activities including techniques, activity steps, 

particular work tasks and small groups membership. Such a leader usually does not participate in the group 

activities. 

Democratic leader encourages and assists the group members to discuss and determine the 

perspective goal and the steps to achieve it, to distribute the tasks and to choose partners to fulfill them. He 

tries to be a member of the group in spirit without doing much of the work. 
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Laissez-faire leader supplies the material needed, but does not take part in planning or 

implementation of any group activities. Children enjoy complete freedom in the absence of the leader’s 

interference. 

We consider the approach of Lewin and his co-authors (1939) to be suitable for description of 

pedagogical interaction not only in brick and mortar classroom but in electronic environment as well. But 

as the description of the leadership styles shows, Lewin and his co-authors give a rather general outline of 

the leader’s modes of behaviour. So, it is reasonable to lay out the specifics of teacher-student interaction 

styles in the electronic environment. 

To classify leadership styles Lewin’s theory takes into account the degree of control on behalf of 

the teacher and the degree of academic freedom on behalf of students. The dimension of control vs freedom 

gives a general understanding of the teacher’s mode of behaviour but does not specify education realms in 

application to online instruction.  

To describe teacher-student interaction styles in the electronic environment we propose the 

following four realms of online EFL instruction, which can be used as criteria for detailed description of 

the styles. 

 The way the teacher determines the components of online learning process, such as the 

learning content, tasks, their quantity, the way of their implementation and deadlines. 

 The teacher’s readiness to organize online group activities. 

 The pattern the teacher gives the online feedback to the students. 

 The manner the teacher makes online assessment of the students’ assignments. 

Using these criteria, we specified the characteristics of the authoritarian, democratic and laissez-

faire teacher-student interaction styles in the electronic environment. The description of the styles on the 

four criteria is shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 01.  Characteristics of teacher-student interaction styles in the electronic environment 

No. Criteria Authoritarian 

teacher 

Democratic teacher Laissez-faire teacher 

1. Determining the 

components of 

online learning 

process 

Determines the 

learning content, tasks, 

their quantity, the way 

of their 

implementation and 

deadlines.   

Gives the students 

some freedom to 

choose the learning 

content, tasks, their 

quantity, the way and 

rate of their 

implementation in line 

with the students’ 

interests, needs and 

language competence 

level.   

Gives the students 

complete freedom to 

choose the learning 

content, tasks, their 

quantity, the way and 

rate of their 

implementation in line 

with the student’s 

desires. 

2. Organizing 

online group 

activities 

Tends neither to 

organize online group 

activities nor to 

participate in them. In 

case of group activities 

- assigns membership 

and the leader. 

Organizes online group 

activities and 

participates in them 

helping with 

everything the students 

need. 

Organizes online 

group activities, but 

doesn’t participate in 

them giving the 

students freedom to 

divide into groups and 

choose the leader. 
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3. Giving the online 

feedback 

Gives the clear well-

timed feedback, 

modifies the online 

education process in 

view of the results 

achieved by the 

students. 

Gives prompt 

feedback, modifies the 

online education 

process in view of the 

needs and interests of 

the students. 

Gives the feedback 

when it’s considered 

necessary. 

4. Making online 

assessment  

Tends to get all the 

tasks assessed either 

manually or 

automatically. 

Assesses both the 

content and the form 

of the assignments 

done. Takes into 

account all the 

mistakes. 

Gives marks for some 

of the assignments, 

some of them can be 

checked as “done” or 

“undone”. Assesses 

rather the content than 

the form of the 

assignments done 

taking into account 

only gross mistakes. 

Tends to assess the 

fact of task fulfillment 

rather than its quality. 

Assesses the content, 

but not the form of the 

assignments done. 

 

The specified characteristics of the authoritarian, democratic and laissez-faire teacher-student 

interaction styles in the electronic environment make it possible to find out students’ preferences related to 

online teacher-student interaction style using a questionnaire as an instrument of our research. 

Thus, to examine students’ preferences related to online teacher-student interaction style we 

designed a questionnaire consisting of 12 multiple-choice questions. The questions covered all the four 

criteria of teacher-student interaction styles. The three alternative answers given to each of the questions 

were created so as to group students’ preferences into three categories. One of the alternatives was relevant 

to Authoritarian leadership style, another to Democratic one and the third to Laissez-faire leadership style 

(Table 2). 

 

Table 02.  Examples of the questions from the questionnaire to find out students’ preferences related to 

online teacher-student interaction style 

No. Question Alternative answers showing students’ preferences of interaction 

styles 

Authoritarian Democratic Laissez-faire 

1. When giving 

independent 

assignments to perform 

online what should the 

teacher do? 

Give detailed 

instructions on the 

implementation of 

each specific task. 

Give general 

instructions on the 

implementation of 

typical task. 

Provide students 

with the freedom to 

determine how to 

complete the 

assignment. 

2. Which approach to 

assessing student self-

video /audio 

monologues/ dialogues 

do you prefer? 

The teacher should 

take into 

consideration 

mistakes of any 

nature. 

The teacher should 

take into 

consideration only 

major mistakes. 

The teacher should 

evaluate the content 

only without 

considering any 

mistakes made. 

3. Which model of 

mastering listening 

comprehension of 

foreign texts seems 

optimal for you (for 

example, using 

Students receive a 

link, watch a video 

and perform test 

tasks on the content 

of it and are given a 

mark. 

Students receive a 

link, watch a video 

and perform test 

tasks on the content 

of it in the “done - 

not done” mode. 

Students receive a 

link, watch a video 

and give a comment 

“I liked it - I didn’t 

like it”. 
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YouTube video hosting 

platform)? 

4. What model of online 

reading instruction (for 

example, using the 

Readworks.org) seems 

optimal for you? 

Using the resource 

all the students 

receive the same 

text, read it, 

complete 

assignments for 

assessment. 

Using the resource 

students select a text 

on the given topic in 

accordance with 

their level of 

language 

proficiency, read it, 

perform assignments 

for assessment. 

Using the resource 

students themselves 

choose any text, read 

it, complete tasks in 

the “done - not 

done” mode. 

5. What model of mutual 

assessment of written 

works (for example, an 

essay) seems optimal to 

you? 

Students send files 

with their works to 

their classmates 

(these are able 

students appointed 

by the teacher) who 

check the essays in 

accordance with 

clear assessment 

criteria. 

Each student checks 

two works of his 

classmates and 

evaluates them (thus, 

each student’s essay 

is checked twice), 

the teacher puts the 

arithmetic average of 

two marks in the 

register. 

Students exchange 

works with each 

other at will, give 

each other grades for 

an essay at their 

discretion and 

inform their teacher. 

 

6. Findings 

Using the questionnaire, a survey was conducted among 95 first-year students (boys and girls) 

seeking a bachelor’s degree at National Research University of Electronic Technology (MIET), Moscow, 

Zelenograd, Russian Federation. The purpose of the survey was to define students’ preferences related to 

online teacher-student interaction styles. To score the results of the survey, one point was given for each 

answer, then all the points for each of the alternatives were summed up individually and the students were 

assigned to the category with the highest total: Democratic (D), Authoritarian (A) or Laissez-faire (L). If 

the results in two of the categories were equal or differed by one point, the students were assigned to both 

of the chosen categories (DA, DL, etc.). If the number of the points was equal in all the three categories, 

the students were assigned to all the three categories and marked as DAL. Table 3 shows the first 15 results. 

 

Table 03.  The first 15 results of the survey  

Leadership Style Democratic (D) Authoritarian 

(A) 

Laissez-faire (L) Student’s  

preference Student’s No. 

Student 1 6 1 5 DL 

Student 2 8 2 2 D 

Student 3 6 3 3 D 

Student 4 6 5 1 DA 

Student 5 8 2 2 D 

Student 6 4 4 4 DAL 

Student 7 6 6 0 DA=AD 

Student 8 8 1 3 D 

Student 9 8 1 3 D 

Student 10 4 4 4 DAL 
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Student 11 5 6 1 AD 

Student 12 6 2 4 D 

Student 13 7 3 2 D 

Student 14 6 6 0 DA=AD 

Student 15 6 4 2 D 

 

As one can see, the survey made it possible to obtain data showing students’ preferences related to 

online teacher-student interaction style. It turned out that apart from the so-called “pure” interaction styles 

preferences (marked by letters D, A, L in Table 3) students showed the so-called “mixed” interaction styles 

preferences (marked by different combinations of the letters, for example DA, AD, DA=AD, DL, DAL in 

Table 3). Therefore, major mixed interaction styles are the following: Democratic-Authoritarian (DA), 

Authoritarian-Democratic (AD), Democratic-Laissez-faire (DL), Laissez-faire-Democratic (LD) and 

Democratic-Authoritarian-Laissez-faire (DAL). Figure 01 shows that the most preferable online teacher-

student interaction style among students was definitely the Democratic style (52%). Interestingly enough, 

39% of the students chose different mixed styles. 

 

 

Figure 01.  Students’ preferences related to online teacher-student interaction style 

 

If we group mixed interaction styles and count the total in them, we get 22 %of students who give 

preference to AD, DA or equally to DA and AD styles. Much smaller percentage of students – 11 % -prefer 

mixed DL and LD interaction styles. The aggregate results of students’ preferences related to online 

teacher-student interaction style are shown in Figure 02. 
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Figure 02.  Aggregate results of students’ preferences related to online teacher-student interaction style 

 

7. Conclusion 

Teacher-student interaction styles in the electronic environment can be deduced from the three 

interaction styles applied to face-to-face communication between the teacher and the students, notably 

authoritarian, democratic and laissez-faire styles. The characteristics of the corresponding teacher-student 

online interaction styles were given on the basis of the four criteria: 

 determining the components of online learning process 

 organizing online group activities 

 giving the online feedback 

 making online assessment. 

The survey conducted among the students of National Research University of Electronic Technology 

(MIET) showed that half of the students (52%) prefer merely democratic EFL teacher to communicate with 

online. The second largest group of students (22%) choose the teacher who uses both democratic and 

authoritarian style for communicating during different online tasks. The teacher who uses both democratic 

and laissez-faire styles is chosen by 11% of the students. The other styles are less preferable, with the 

authoritarian one gaining the smallest percentage (3%). 

The results of the study clearly demonstrate the desire of modern students to participate actively in 

the education process organized in the electronic environment. They would like to have a certain degree of 

freedom to decide upon the learning content, tasks, their quantity, the way of their implementation and 

deadlines. The students prefer to choose their online partners themselves to do tasks with. They dislike their 

assignments to be always assessed by a mark. At the same time online feedback from the teacher is rather 

important to them. 

The research clearly shows that the students do not approve of authoritarian, monological or the so 

called “subject-object” style of communication. They do not want to be knowledge consumers any longer 
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and are looking forward to an effective partnership/dialogue with the teacher. To take into consideration 

their point of view and, therefore, to make the process of online EFL learning more effective, we 

recommend that the teachers stop being abstract carriers of authoritative knowledge. Turning into equal 

interlocutors and seeing students as knowledge co-creators, as fellow travelers on the path of knowledge 

building and finding collaborative solutions seems to be the only way to mold our university graduates into 

innovative personnel. 
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