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ABSTRACT

Classroom silence remains a persistent challenge in English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms in
Nigerian universities, particularly in contexts such as Sokoto State where learners often exhibit low oral
participation despite possessing passive linguistic competence. Building on empirical findings that
identify linguistic anxiety, teacher-centered methodologies, sociocultural factors, and limited
communicative opportunities as key contributors to student reticence, this paper proposes pedagogical
interventions aimed at enhancing active participation in Use of English classrooms. Drawing on
Sociocultural Theory and Mediated Learning and The Zone of Proximal Development and the Need for
Scaffolding, the study synthesizes evidence-based strategies including structured wait-time, task-based
learning, peer interaction, scaffolding techniques, questioning strategies, and the strategic use of group
work and collaborative activities. The paper argues that classroom silence is not merely a learner
deficiency but a pedagogical and contextual phenomenon that can be addressed through deliberate
instructional design. It further outlines practical guidelines for implementing participation-oriented
teaching practices within resource-constrained Nigerian university settings. By situating the discussion
within the Sokoto State context while maintaining broader applicability, the paper contributes to ongoing
discourse on improving communicative competence and classroom engagement in ESL environments.
The study concludes that sustained improvement in student participation requires a shift from
transmission-based teaching to interaction-driven pedagogy supported by teacher awareness and
institutional encouragement.

Keywords: classroom silence, ESL pedagogy, student participation, communicative language teaching,
Communicative competence, Linguistic Accuracy

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Classroom interaction and student participation are fundamental to effective ESL instruction, especially in
higher education where English functions as the medium of instruction. In Use of English classrooms,
participation enables learners to develop communicative competence, linguistic accuracy, fluency, and
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academic confidence through meaning negotiation, feedback, and active engagement (Swain & Deters,
2007; Young, 2008).

However, despite its importance, many ESL classrooms in Nigerian universities particularly in Sokoto
State are characterized by silence and low student participation. This is evident in limited verbal
contributions, reluctance to ask or answer questions, and minimal involvement in interactive tasks. Rather
than simply indicating disengagement or low ability, such silence is increasingly understood as a complex
phenomenon shaped by psychological, pedagogical, and sociocultural factors (Cutrone, 2009; Liu &
Jackson, 2008).

The position advanced in this paper is informed by evidence from a recent explanatory sequential mixed-
methods investigation of classroom silence among Use of English students in universities in Sokoto State,
which demonstrated that silence is a multidimensional phenomenon influenced by language anxiety,
classroom instructional practices, and sociocultural norms (Ladi & Marafa, 2026). Psychologically,
student silence is linked to language anxiety, fear of making errors, low self-confidence, and concern
about evaluation, leading learners to perceive participation as risky (Horwitz et al., 1986; Ladi & Marafa,
2026). Pedagogically, teacher-dominated discourse, limited wait-time, and inadequate opportunities for
peer interaction further restrict participation (Rowe, 1986; Mercer & Dawes, 2018). In such contexts,
silence often serves as a protective strategy to avoid embarrassment and maintain self-image (Tsui, 1996;
King, 2013).

Socioculturally, norms of respect and deference to authority in Nigerian classrooms may discourage open
verbal participation, as silence can be interpreted as politeness or appropriate conduct. This aligns with
culturally responsive pedagogy, which recognizes that interaction patterns are shaped by learners’ cultural
backgrounds (Gay, 2002; Harumi, 2011). Additionally, limited exposure to English outside the classroom
further reduces students’ confidence and opportunities to develop fluency, reinforcing the centrality of
interaction in language acquisition (Young, 2008).

Given these interrelated factors, classroom silence should not be viewed merely as a problem but as a
reflection of the interaction between learners’ internal states and external classroom conditions. The
empirical evidence further suggests that instructional practices that normalize errors, increase wait-time,
and encourage peer-supported interaction can substantially reduce students' reticence and promote
meaningful engagement (Ladi & Marafa, 2026). From a sociocultural perspective, learning occurs
through interaction, and silence may indicate restricted access to mediated learning opportunities rather
than lack of ability (Vygotsky, 1978).

Grounded in sociocultural and constructivist theories, this paper conceptualizes silence as a meaningful
classroom behavior that requires careful interpretation. It advocates inclusive pedagogical approaches
such as scaffolding, structured peer interaction, increased wait-time, and culturally responsive teaching to
support diverse learners and promote participation (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Rowe, 1986; Gay, 2002).
Drawing on the foregoing empirical evidence and relevant theoretical perspectives, this paper argues that
transforming silent learners into active participants requires moving beyond deficit-oriented
interpretations of silence toward pedagogical interventions that are psychologically supportive, culturally
responsive, and interactionally inclusive. Accordingly, it aims to provide both theoretical and practical
insights, framing silent students as “voices from the margins” whose engagement can be enhanced
through intentional and responsive pedagogy, ultimately promoting equitable, interactive, and learner-
centered ESL classrooms.

2.0 Conceptual Perspectives on Classroom Silence and Participation

This paper conceptualizes classroom silence and low participation as multidimensional, context-
dependent phenomena rather than simple indicators of learner deficiency. This position is informed by
both contemporary scholarship and empirical evidence from Use of English classrooms in universities in
Sokoto State, which demonstrates that silence is shaped by a combination of psychological, pedagogical,
interactional, and sociocultural influences rather than by learners’ linguistic ability alone (Usman &
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Marafa, 2026). In ESL classrooms, particularly within Nigerian universities, participation is shaped by an
interplay of psychological, pedagogical, interactional, and sociocultural factors.

From a psychological perspective, silence is often linked to language anxiety, fear of negative evaluation,
and low self-confidence, which lead learners to perceive classroom participation as risky (Liu & Jackson,
2008; Tsui, 1996; King, 2013). In such cases, silence functions as a protective or strategic response rather
than disengagement. Consequently, efforts to promote participation must address learners’ emotional and
psychological needs alongside their linguistic development.

Pedagogically, patterns of teacher-dominated discourse, limited wait-time, and insufficient opportunities
for peer interaction constrain student involvement. As Rowe (1986) demonstrates, the absence of
adequate wait-time reduces both the frequency and quality of student responses, particularly among less
confident learners. This suggests that classroom participation is influenced not only by what students
know but also by how classroom interaction is structured and facilitated.

Socioculturally, silence is shaped by cultural norms of respect, deference to authority, and avoidance of
public error, which are prevalent in many African and Nigerian contexts (Gay, 2002). Students may
therefore interpret silence as appropriate classroom behaviour rather than a sign of inability. Recognising
these cultural realities is essential for developing participation strategies that are both inclusive and
contextually responsive.

In addition, silence can reflect limited interactional competence, where learners lack the discourse skills
needed to manage turn-taking, initiate contributions, or respond appropriately in academic settings
(Young, 2008; Kramsch, 1986). Participation should therefore be viewed as an interactional competence
that can be deliberately developed through supportive classroom practices rather than as an innate learner
attribute.

Overall, silence is understood in this paper as a situated and meaningful classroom behaviour arising from
the interaction between learners’ internal states and external instructional conditions. It is therefore not
merely a problem to be eliminated but a phenomenon that requires careful pedagogical interpretation and
response. Accordingly, this paper argues that effective pedagogical interventions should address these
interconnected psychological, pedagogical, interactional, and sociocultural dimensions simultaneously if
meaningful and sustained student participation is to be achieved in Nigerian university ESL classrooms.

3.0 Theoretical Foundations for Promoting Student Participation

The position advanced in this paper is grounded in sociocultural theory and supported by perspectives on
scaffolding, classroom discourse, culturally responsive pedagogy, affective learning, and interactional
competence. Together, these perspectives conceptualize classroom silence not as a learner deficit but as a
contextually mediated phenomenon that can be addressed through appropriate pedagogical intervention.
From a sociocultural perspective, learning is socially mediated through interaction before being
internalized (Vygotsky, 1978). In ESL classrooms, engagement with teachers and peers provides the
mediation necessary for language learning, while silence may reflect restricted participation rather than
limited competence. Swain and Deters (2007) similarly emphasize that language learning is co-
constructed through dialogue. Consistent with the empirical evidence underpinning this paper,
opportunities for meaningful interaction are often constrained by psychological, pedagogical, and
sociocultural factors (Usman & Marafa, 2026), making interactive learning environments a pedagogical
necessity.

The Zone of Proximal Development further explains that learners achieve higher levels of performance
when supported by more knowledgeable others (Vygotsky, 1978). Mercer and Littleton (2007) likewise
argue that classroom talk provides the scaffolding necessary for cognitive development. Participation
should therefore be viewed as a competence that can be progressively developed through guided
instructional support rather than as an innate learner attribute.

Classroom discourse research also underscores the importance of interactional conditions that facilitate
participation. Rowe (1986) demonstrates that increased wait-time significantly improves both the quantity
and quality of student responses, particularly in ESL contexts where learners require additional processing
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time. Consistent with the findings of Usman and Marafa (2026), adequate wait-time should therefore be
regarded as an essential strategy for promoting equitable classroom participation.

The sociocultural context of learning is equally important. Gay (2002) argues that effective teaching
should reflect learners' cultural values and communication styles, particularly in contexts where silence
may signify respect rather than disengagement. Similarly, Tsui (1996), King (2013), and Liu and Jackson
(2008) demonstrate that silence often functions as a strategy for managing anxiety, protecting self-image,
and avoiding negative evaluation. These perspectives align with the empirical findings of Usman and
Marafa (2026), which identify language anxiety and fear of making errors as major contributors to
classroom silence, highlighting the need for emotionally supportive and culturally responsive pedagogy.
Finally, participation depends not only on linguistic knowledge but also on learners' interactional
competence. Young (2008) defines this as the ability to manage classroom discourse effectively, while
Kramsch (1986) observes that learners may possess grammatical competence yet remain silent because
they lack discourse skills. Consequently, meaningful participation requires explicit opportunities for
dialogue, collaboration, and purposeful classroom communication.

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives support the position that classroom silence is a
multidimensional, socially situated phenomenon shaped by cognitive, affective, pedagogical,
interactional, and sociocultural influences. Consequently, promoting sustained student participation in
Nigerian university ESL classrooms requires pedagogical interventions that are interactive, supportive,
culturally responsive, and responsive to these interconnected dimensions.

4.0 Pedagogical Interventions for Promoting Students Participation in ESL Classrooms

Addressing classroom silence in ESL contexts requires pedagogical interventions grounded in both
established theory and recent empirical research. Contemporary studies emphasize that student
participation is influenced by affective, interactional, and contextual variables, all of which can be
addressed through deliberate instructional design (Mercer & Ddrnyei, 2020; Resnik & Dewaele, 2021).
Drawing on Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), interactionist theory, and learner-centered
pedagogy, the following strategies are proposed based on recent scholarship where it is consistently
demonstrating that student participation is not solely determined by individual ability but by the
interaction of affective, pedagogical, and sociocultural factors (Mercer & Dornyei, 2020; Resnik &
Dewaele, 2021). The followings are such interventions posted in this paper,

4.1 Reducing Language Anxiety through Supportive Classroom Practices

Recent research continues to confirm that foreign language anxiety significantly predicts students'
willingness to communicate and participate in ESL classrooms (Resnik & Dewaele, 2021; Teimouri et al.,
2019). Learners experiencing anxiety often avoid speaking despite possessing adequate linguistic
competence. This is consistent with the empirical evidence underpinning this paper, which identified
language anxiety, fear of making grammatical errors, and fear of negative peer evaluation as major
contributors to classroom silence among Use of English students in Nigerian universities (Usman &
Marafa, 2026).

Creating a supportive classroom climate has been shown to reduce anxiety and enhance participation.
Dewacele and Maclntyre (2019) found that positive classroom emotions, such as enjoyment, promote
active engagement, while Li (2020) reports that teacher immediacy behaviours, including encouragement
and non-threatening feedback, strengthen learners' confidence and willingness to speak. Accordingly, this
paper argues that lecturers should prioritize emotionally supportive learning environments by normalizing
errors as part of language learning, encouraging appropriate risk-taking, providing constructive feedback,
and minimizing punitive correction practices to transform silent learners into active participants in
classroom interaction.

4.2. Use of Wait-Time and Think-Time Strategies

Recent classroom discourse studies highlight that extended wait-time remains a powerful but
underutilized tool for increasing participation, particularly among low-proficiency learners (Walsh & Li,
2023). Research shows that when teachers allow more processing time, students produce longer, more
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complex, and more accurate responses (Ingram & Elliott, 2021; Ladi & Marafa 2026). In multilingual
classrooms, this becomes even more critical due to the cognitive demands of second language processing.
Moreover, combining wait-time with structured “think—pair—share” activities has been shown to
significantly improve participation rates (Wale & Bogale, 2021). These strategies give learners time to
rehearse responses before speaking publicly.

4.3 Structured Peer Interaction and Collaborative Learning

Peer interaction in promoting language development and classroom engagement has been observed to aid
in reducing silence in class. For instance, Sato and Ballinger (2016) demonstrate that peer interaction
enhances both linguistic accuracy and participation through collaborative dialogue. More recently, Dao
(2021) found that structured peer tasks significantly increase student talk time and reduce anxiety,
particularly in contexts where students are reluctant to speak in front of the whole class. Similarly, a
meta-analysis by Zhang and Plonsky (2020) confirms that collaborative learning improves both language
outcomes and learner engagement across ESL contexts. Thus, incorporating structured peer interaction is
essential for transforming passive classrooms into interactive learning environments.

4.5 Task-Based and Communicative Activities (CLT in Practice)

The effectiveness of communicative and task-based approaches in promoting participation has been
severally validated by many studies. Task-based language teaching (TBLT) has been shown to increase
learner engagement by creating meaningful communication contexts (Ellis et al., 2020). A study by
Lambert and Zhang (2019) found that learners engaged in communicative tasks demonstrate significantly
higher participation levels compared to those in traditional teacher-fronted classrooms. These tasks shift
focus from accuracy to meaning, reducing anxiety and encouraging risk-taking. Additionally, digital and
blended task-based approaches have been shown to further enhance participation in resource-constrained
environments (Gonzalez-Lloret, 2020).

4.6 Scaffolding within the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

Recent classroom research emphasizes that scaffolding remains essential for supporting low-participation
learners. According to van de Pol et al. (2019), effective scaffolding increases both student engagement
and learning outcomes by providing structured support tailored to learners’ needs. In ESL contexts,
scaffolding strategies such as guided questioning, modeling, and sentence frames help learners participate
despite linguistic limitations (Hammond, 2021). These supports reduce cognitive overload and gradually
build confidence. Furthermore, dynamic scaffolding where support is adjusted in real time has been
shown to significantly enhance participation among hesitant learners (van de Pol et al., 2019).

4.7 Questioning Techniques and Classroom Discourse Adjustment

Recent studies in classroom discourse highlight the importance of dialogic teaching and flexible
questioning strategies. Mercer and Howe (2019) argue that classrooms characterized by dialogic
interaction show higher levels of student participation and deeper learning. Similarly, Lee (2021) found
that referential questions and open-ended prompts significantly increase student talk time compared to
display questions. Teachers who diversify questioning strategies create more opportunities for extended
learner responses. Walsh (2013) further emphasizes that effective classroom interaction requires teachers
to adapt their discourse patterns to learners’ needs, rather than rigidly following IRF structures.

4.8 Culturally Responsive Participation Strategies

Recent research in African and global ESL contexts highlights the role of culture in shaping participation.
For instance, Nakata (2019) notes that students from collectivist cultures may prefer indirect participation
modes, such as group discussions rather than individual speaking. In the Nigerian context, Adebayo
(2022) found that culturally responsive teaching significantly improves student engagement by aligning
instructional practices with learners’ sociocultural expectations. Similarly, Gay (2018) emphasizes that
culturally responsive pedagogy fosters inclusion by validating learners’ identities and communication
styles. Thus, adapting participation strategies to cultural realities is essential for inclusive ESL instruction.
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5.0 Practical Guidelines for Enhancing Student Participation in ESL Classrooms

While the theoretical perspectives and pedagogical strategies discussed in this paper provide a strong
foundation for addressing classroom silence, their effectiveness depends largely on how they are
implemented in practice. Drawing on the empirical findings underpinning this paper (Usman & Marafa,
2026) and supported by relevant literature, the following guidelines provide practical ways through which
lecturers can promote meaningful participation in Nigerian university ESL classrooms.

Creating a Low-Anxiety and Inclusive Classroom Climate

Lecturers should create psychologically safe learning environments where students feel comfortable
expressing themselves without fear of ridicule or excessive correction. This can be achieved by treating
errors as natural stages of language learning, acknowledging students' efforts before correcting mistakes,
providing constructive rather than punitive feedback, and encouraging even brief contributions from
reluctant learners. Such practices reduce language anxiety and increase learners' willingness to participate
(Dewaele & Maclntyre, 2019; Gregersen & Maclntyre, 2014; Resnik & Dewaele, 2021).

Structuring Interaction to Maximize Participation

In large classes, lecturers should deliberately organize interaction through pair work, small-group
discussions, think-pair-share activities, and rotating discussion leaders or group spokespersons. These
approaches reduce the pressure associated with speaking before the whole class while increasing
opportunities for every student to contribute (Blatchford et al., 2016; Wale & Bogale, 2021).

Using Participation-Supportive Assessment

Participation should form part of continuous assessment, with emphasis placed on students' effort,
preparation, collaboration, and willingness to communicate rather than on linguistic perfection.
Transparent assessment criteria and constructive feedback encourage participation while minimizing
anxiety associated with evaluation (Carless, 2015; Panadero et al., 2018).

Adopting Culturally Responsive and Learner-Centred Pedagogy

Given that silence may reflect cultural norms of respect and deference to authority rather than
disengagement, lecturers should gradually encourage participation through indirect and collaborative
activities before expecting whole-class contributions. Teaching strategies should acknowledge learners'
linguistic and cultural backgrounds while progressively shifting classroom interaction from teacher-
centred to learner-centred learning (Gay, 2018; Adebayo, 2022; O'Sullivan, 2016).

Making Effective Use of Available Resources

Even in resource-constrained classrooms, lecturers can promote participation through low-cost interactive
activities such as role-plays, debates, problem-solving tasks, student presentations, and peer teaching.
These activities provide authentic opportunities for meaningful communication without requiring
sophisticated instructional resources (Wedell & Grassick, 2018).

Strengthening Teachers' Professional Capacity

Universities should provide continuous professional development programmes that equip lecturers with
practical skills in classroom discourse management, learner-centred instruction, questioning techniques,
and the pedagogical use of classroom silence. Peer observation, mentoring, and reflective teaching can
further strengthen lecturers' ability to foster inclusive participation (Mercer & Doérnyei, 2020; Borg,
2018).

Monitoring and Sustaining Student Participation

Promoting participation should be viewed as an ongoing process rather than a one-time intervention.
Lecturers should regularly monitor students' participation through classroom observation, reflective
teaching, learner feedback, and participation checklists, using the information obtained to refine their
instructional practices. Sustained participation is best achieved through inclusive, flexible, and context-
sensitive pedagogy that responds to learners' psychological, pedagogical, and sociocultural needs (Farrell,
2015; Mercer & Dornyei, 2020; Resnik & Dewaele, 2021).
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6.0 CONCLUSION

This study has examined the phenomenon of silence and low participation in ESL classrooms within
Nigerian universities, situating it within broader sociocultural, pedagogical, and institutional contexts.
Drawing on frameworks such as sociocultural theory, interactional competence, and classroom discourse
theory, the study establishes that student silence is not merely a deficit or lack of ability but often a
complex, contextually shaped response to classroom dynamics, linguistic insecurity, and instructional
practices. The findings align with contemporary research emphasizing that participation is co-constructed
through interaction and mediated by factors such as teacher wait-time, questioning strategies, classroom
climate, and students’ perceived linguistic competence (Walsh, 2011; Sert, 2015). In many Nigerian ESL
classrooms, particularly those with large enrollments and limited resources, teacher-centered approaches
and rapid questioning patterns tend to marginalize less confident students, thereby reinforcing patterns of
silence (Akinbode, 2013; Oyinloye & Imenda, 2019). Furthermore, cultural expectations around authority
and respect significantly shape classroom interaction. Students may interpret frequent verbal participation
as inappropriate or risky, especially in environments where errors are publicly corrected without
supportive scaffolding. This reinforces findings from culturally responsive pedagogy, which argue that
teaching must align with learners’ sociocultural realities to be effective (Gay, 2018).

6.2 Implications for Further Research

Future studies should explore longitudinal changes in student participation following targeted pedagogical
interventions. There is also a need for more empirical research within Nigerian universities using
classroom observation and discourse analysis to provide context-specific insights. Additionally, the role
of emerging technologies, including Al-assisted learning tools, in promoting participation warrants
further investigation.
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