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	This study aims to analyze the dynamics of teacher–student interactions and their impact on student engagement and happiness in the learning process at SMA Negeri 1 Tirawuta, Indonesia. In recent years, positive communication and emotional support in classroom settings have become increasingly important in fostering engaging and enjoyable learning environments, particularly at the secondary school level. This study employed a qualitative descriptive design involving seven teachers selected through a purposive sampling technique. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis to identify patterns of interaction, instructional strategies, and emotional dynamics influencing students’ participation in learning activities. The findings reveal that positive teacher–student interactions,such as emotional support, the use of open-ended questions, collaborative group discussions, and formative assessment practices play a crucial role in enhancing student participation, emotional comfort, and happiness in the classroom. In this study, qualitative engagement refers to students’ meaningful involvement in learning processes, reflected through active participation, emotional responsiveness, and a sense of psychological safety. However, several challenges were also identified, including differences in students’ academic abilities, limited school facilities, and low levels of student self-confidence, which hinder the effectiveness of interactive learning practices. This study concludes that responsive communication, adaptive instructional strategies, and sustained emotional support are essential components in creating a supportive and engaging learning environment. The findings contribute theoretically by enriching the discourse on teacher–student interactions through an emotional perspective and practically by providing insights for teachers and school stakeholders to integrate emotional aspects into classroom interaction practices to enhance student engagement and well-being.

	
	
	

	
	
	



1. Introduction    
In the context of 21st-century education, teachers are no longer positioned merely as transmitters of knowledge but as facilitators responsible for creating interactive, supportive, and emotionally safe learning environments. In Indonesia, educational challenges such as diverse student abilities, limited school facilities, and uneven classroom participation remain prominent, particularly at the secondary school level. These challenges highlight the importance of effective teacher–student interactions in promoting not only academic success but also students’ emotional experiences in learning.
Teacher–student interactions have been widely recognized as a central factor influencing student engagement, psychological well-being, and overall learning effectiveness (Asdar, et al., 2025). High-quality classroom communication and positive interpersonal relationships enable students to participate actively and feel emotionally secure, which in turn supports meaningful learning experiences.
Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that supportive and responsive teacher behaviors foster student motivation and engagement. Pennings and Hollenstein (2020) argue that responsive teacher–student relationships enhance students’ willingness to participate in classroom activities. Similarly, Roorda et al. (2017) emphasize that emotional support from teachers contributes significantly to students’ learning enjoyment and emotional comfort. In addition, a psychologically safe classroom climate encourages students to express ideas and ask questions without fear of negative judgment (Edmondson & Lei, 2014), while collaborative learning strategies have been shown to strengthen motivation and conceptual understanding (Aditomo & Klieme, 2020; Thornberg et al., 2022).
Despite extensive research on student engagement and motivation (e.g., Nasir et al., 2026), the emotional dimension of learning particularly happiness has received less focused attention. In this study, happiness is operationally defined as students’ positive emotional experiences during learning, including feelings of comfort, enjoyment, psychological safety, and satisfaction when participating in classroom activities. The concept of happiness is deliberately chosen over related constructs such as enjoyment or well-being because it captures a broader affective experience that integrates emotional comfort, engagement, and a sense of fulfillment in learning.
Most existing studies tend to emphasize academic outcomes and cognitive engagement, while the integration of emotional experiences within teacher–student interactions remain underexplored. Moreover, empirical studies that examine these interaction dynamics within the Indonesian educational context, particularly using qualitative approaches, are still limited.
This study was conducted at SMA Negeri 1 Tirawuta, a public secondary school that reflects common characteristics of Indonesian schools, including heterogeneous student backgrounds and varying levels of learning resources. The school was selected to provide an authentic representation of teacher–student interaction practices and the challenges faced in fostering student participation and emotional well-being in everyday classroom settings.
Based on these gaps, this study aims to analyze the dynamics of teacher–student interactions and their impact on student participation and happiness in the learning process. Specifically, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: (1) What patterns of teacher–student interactions emerge in classroom learning? (2) What strategies do teachers employ to enhance student participation and happiness? and (3) What challenges do teachers encounter in creating interactive and enjoyable learning environments? The novelty of this study lies in its holistic qualitative approach, which integrates academic engagement and emotional dimensions particularly happiness within the context of Indonesian secondary education.
This study is grounded in several interrelated theoretical perspectives that explain the relationship between teacher–student interactions, student engagement, and happiness in the learning process. These frameworks provide a conceptual basis for understanding how instructional practices and emotional support jointly influence students’ participation and well-being.
First, teacher student interaction theory emphasizes the importance of responsive, supportive, and respectful communication in shaping students’ learning experiences. Positive interactions between teachers and students foster trust, openness, and a sense of psychological safety, which encourage students to actively participate in classroom activities. When teachers position themselves as facilitators rather than sole knowledge transmitters, students are more likely to engage cognitively and emotionally in learning.
Second, this study draws on student engagement theory, which views engagement as a multidimensional construct encompassing behavioral, cognitive, and emotional involvement in learning. Behavioral engagement is reflected in active participation and on-task behavior, while emotional engagement involves students’ interest, enjoyment, and emotional connection to learning activities. Teacher practices such as open-ended questioning, collaborative learning, and formative assessment are considered key drivers of meaningful engagement.

Third, the study incorporates the concept of happiness as an emotional dimension of learning. In this research, happiness is operationally defined as students’ positive emotional experiences during learning, including feelings of comfort, enjoyment, psychological safety, and a sense of being valued. Happiness is conceptualized not as a separate outcome but as an integrative condition that supports and strengthens student engagement. While enjoyment is often discussed in learning research, this study adopts happiness as a broader construct that captures sustained emotional well-being alongside engagement.
Finally, social-emotional learning (SEL) principles underpin the integration of academic and emotional dimensions in this framework. SEL highlights that emotional support, empathy, and respectful relationships are essential for effective learning. In the Indonesian secondary school context, where cultural norms emphasize harmony and respect for authority, teachers play a crucial role in creating emotionally supportive classrooms that legitimize student voice and participation.
Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that teacher–student interactions influence student engagement both directly through instructional strategies and indirectly through emotional support and happiness. This framework guides the analysis of how academic practices and emotional dimensions intersect in fostering an engaging and supportive learning environment.

2. Method 
This study used a descriptive qualitative approach to explore in depth the dynamics of teacher-student interactions and their impact on student participation and enjoyment in the learning process.	This study was conducted at the high school level, specifically at SMA Negeri 1 Tirawuta, Indonesia. 
A qualitative approach was chosen because it allows for a comprehensive and contextual understanding of teachers' experiences, perceptions, and teaching strategies in a natural classroom environment. This design is appropriate for describing phenomena from the perspectives of participants without manipulating variables (Sandelowski, 2015). 
SMA Negeri 1 Tirawuta is a public high school located in a semi-rural area of ​​Southeast Sulawesi, Indonesia. This school serves students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and represents the general characteristics of public high schools in Indonesia, including heterogeneous student abilities and limited learning facilities. This school was purposefully selected because it reflects the unique teaching challenges teachers face in fostering active participation and emotional well-being in classroom learning.
The participants in this study were teachers actively involved in classroom teaching at SMA Negeri 1 Tirawuta. Seven teachers were selected using a purposive sampling technique based on the following criteria: (1) having at least five years of teaching experience, (2) being directly involved in daily teacher-student interactions, and (3) being willing to participate in in-depth interviews.
Demographically, participants consisted of four female teachers and three male teachers, with an average teaching experience of approximately ten years. Participants included two English teachers and five teachers from other subjects: Mathematics, Biology, History, Indonesian, and Civics. Purposeful sampling was applied to ensure the relevance and depth of the data (Etikan et al., 2015; Palinkas et al., 2013). To maintain confidentiality, all participants were assigned pseudonyms. Data collection continued until data saturation was reached, indicated by recurring themes and the absence of significant new information emerging from the interviews.

	No
	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Subject Taught

	1.
	Tina
	Female
	Indonesian

	2.
	Rani
	Female
	Indonesian

	3.
	Ayu
	Female
	English

	4.
	Laila
	Female
	Civics

	5.
	Roni
	Male
	Biology

	6.
	Abdul
	Male
	English

	7.
	Dika
	Male
	History



Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed for flexibility while remaining focused on the research objectives. The interview guide consisted of nine open-ended questions addressing teacher-student interaction patterns, instructional strategies, emotional support practices, formative assessment, challenges in classroom interactions, and strategies to increase student participation and well-being. 
Example interview questions include:

· How do you encourage students to ask question and participate in discussions?
· How do you make students actively engaged and enjoy the learning process?
· What challenges do you face in activating classroom discussion?
A complete list of interview questions is provided in Appendix A.



Interviews were conducted face-to-face, lasted approximately 30–60 minutes, and were audio-recorded with the participants' consent. Prior to data collection, the interview guide was piloted to ensure clarity and contextual relevance (Castillo-Montoya, 2016; Kallio et al., 2016). Data collection was conducted between July and August 2025.
Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis to identify, organize, and interpret meaningful patterns in the data. This process involved familiarizing with the transcripts, initial coding, categorization, and theme development (Nowell et al., 2017; Virginia Braun, 2019). 
Researcher reflexivity was maintained throughout the study. The researcher acknowledged prior experiences and assumptions related to teaching and classroom interactions and continuously reflected on their potential influence on data interpretation through reflective notes throughout the analysis. 
Ethical Considerations
This study adhered to ethical research principles. Participants were informed about the purpose and procedures of the study and provided voluntary consent prior to participation. Confidentiality was strictly maintained, and participants retained the right to withdraw at any stage without consequences.
 
3. Result
The findings of this study are organized into four main themes derived from thematic analysis of the interview data. These themes reflect patterns of teacher–student interactions, instructional strategies, emotional dynamics, and contextual challenges that influence student engagement and happiness in the learning process.

Theme 1: Adaptive Instructional Strategies to Support Student Understanding
Most participants reported that adapting instructional strategies to students’ abilities was essential in facilitating understanding and participation. Six out of seven teachers emphasized the importance of beginning lessons with simple concepts before progressing to more complex material. Teachers frequently used concrete examples, initial assessments, and structured explanations to accommodate heterogeneous student abilities.
One Teacher explained:
“I usually explain the material in simple steps and adjust it to the students’ abilities. I start with the easiest concepts and then move to more complex ones so they can follow more easily.” (Tina).
Several teachers also described the use of digital media, problem-based learning, and project-based learning to make lessons more engaging. For example, biology teachers reported using videos and outdoor learning, while language teachers employed discussion-based and project-oriented tasks to enhance comprehension.
Theme 2: Encouraging Participation through Interactive and Collaborative Learning
Interactive learning emerged as a dominant pattern across participants. Five teachers highlighted group discussions, open-ended questions, and cooperative learning structures, such as jigsaw activities as effective strategies to encourage student participation. 
As one participant stated:
“Group discussions help students who are usually quiet become more confident, because they can talk first in small groups before speaking in front of the class.” (Ayu)
	Teachers also reported that assigning specific roles within groups (e.g., presenter, responder, or discussion leader) reduced student passivity and increased responsibility. These strategies were perceived as fostering not only academic engagement but also a more positive emotional classroom atmosphere.

Theme 3: Fostering Student Happiness Through Emotional Support and Classroom Climate
	Across interviews, teachers consistently associated student happiness with emotional safety, appreciation, and a relaxed learning atmosphere. Most participants described avoiding public reprimands, providing praise for participation, and integrating ice-breaking activities to maintain students’ emotional comfort.
One teacher noted:
“I don’t scold students in front of their friends. If there’s a problem, I talk to them personally after class so they don’t feel embarrassed.”(Abdul)
Fun activities such as quizzes, educational games, and flexible seating arrangements were also mentioned as strategies to sustain student happiness. Teachers perceived that when students felt respected and valued, they were more willing to participate actively in learning.

Theme 4: Contextual Challenges and Divergent Experiences
Despite the generally positive perceptions of interactive learning, all participants acknowledged persistent challenges. Differences in student abilities, limited facilities, classroom conditions, and declining student focus particularly during afternoon sessions were frequently mentioned obstacles.
One teacher remarked:

“Some students are very active, but others are afraid of making mistakes, so they prefer to stay silent even when discussions are used.” (Laila)


In contrast, a small number of teachers expressed that interactive strategies were not always effective, especially in classes with very low motivation or limited student numbers.
“Even when I use discussion methods, sometimes only the same students participate, while others remain passive.” (Dika)
This divergent finding indicates that teacher–student interaction alone may not guarantee increased engagement and happiness, as broader contextual and individual factors also shape classroom dynamics.
Overall, the results indicate that adaptive instructional strategies, interactive learning practices, and emotional support play a significant role in enhancing student engagement and happiness. However, these practices are influenced by contextual limitations and individual student characteristics, underscoring the complex and dynamic nature of classroom interactions.

4. Discussion 
Teacher Strategies in Explaining Material
The findings indicate that teachers commonly employ adaptive instructional strategies by simplifying concepts and presenting learning materials gradually to support student understanding. One teacher stated, “Saya biasanya memulai pembelajaran dari konsep dasar yang paling sederhana, kemudian secara bertahap memperkenalkan materi yang lebih kompleks agar siswa tidak merasa kesulitan” (“I usually start learning from the simplest basic concepts and gradually introduce more complex material so that students do not feel overwhelmed”).
The use of visual and experiential learning media, such as PowerPoint presentations, instructional videos, and outdoor learning activities, was also frequently mentioned “Saya menggunakan PowerPoint, video, atau kegiatan di luar kelas supaya siswa tidak bosan dan lebih mudah memahami materi” (“I use PowerPoint, videos, or outdoor activities so that students do not get bored and can understand the material more easily”). While these practices align with Rosenshine’s (2012) instructional sequencing principle and multimedia learning theory (Feng et al., 2018), the findings suggest that in the Indonesian secondary school context, such strategies are not merely pedagogical choices but practical responses to heterogeneous student abilities and limited instructional time.
However, reliance on gradual explanation alone may risk reinforcing teacher-centered practices if not balanced with student-centered interaction. This indicates that instructional clarity must be accompanied by opportunities for active student engagement to avoid passive learning.




Teachers’ Obstacles in Explaining Material
Teachers consistently reported challenges related to diverse student abilities and limited learning resources. One participant explained, “Ada sebagian siswa yang cepat memahami pelajaran, sementara yang lain membutuhkan penjelasan berulang” (“Some students understand the lesson quickly, while others need repeated explanations”).
These constraints reflect broader systemic issues in Indonesian public schools, where large class sizes and limited facilities constrain the effective implementation of differentiated instruction. Although Tomlinson and Imbeau (2015) emphasize differentiation as a key instructional principle, the findings of this study suggest that its application in resource-limited contexts requires adaptive and realistic expectations rather than idealized models.
Encouraging Students to Ask Question and Participate in Discussion
Teachers emphasized creating open and supportive discussion spaces to encourage student participation. As one teacher noted, “Saya selalu memberi kesempatan kepada siswa untuk bertanya dan berdiskusi” (“I always give students the opportunity to ask questions and discuss”).
	Strategies such as open-ended questioning, small-group discussions, and role-based group work were frequently used. These findings support psychological safety theory (Edmondson & Lei, 2014); however, the data also reveal that psychological safety in Indonesian classrooms is closely tied to cultural norms that value harmony and respect for authority. As a result, teachers play a crucial role in redefining classroom norms to legitimize questioning and dialogue.
Challenge in Enabling Classroom Discussion
Despite various facilitative strategies, low student confidence remained a persistent challenge. One teacher stated, “Sebagian siswa masih malu atau takut melakukan kesalahan ketika berbicara” (“Some students are still shy or afraid of making mistakes when speaking”).
Interestingly, a small number of teachers reported that even interactive methods did not significantly increase participation in certain classes. This unexpected finding challenges the assumption that active learning strategies automatically lead to engagement, suggesting that emotional readiness and prior learning experiences are equally influential factors.
Maintaining Student Motivation and Happiness
Teachers associated student happiness with a relaxed, respectful, and appreciative classroom climate. One teacher explained, “Saya sering menyisipkan kegiatan ringan seperti permainan edukatif atau kuis” (“I often insert light activities such as educational games or short quizzes”).
In this study, happiness is understood as students’ emotional comfort, enjoyment, and sense of being valued during learning activities. The findings indicate that happiness is not separate from academic engagement but is deeply intertwined with it. Emotional comfort enables students to participate more actively, thereby supporting both affective and cognitive learning outcomes.

The Role of Formative Assessment in Integrating Academic and Emotional Dimensions
Teachers reported using formative assessment as a reflective tool to identify learning difficulties. One participant stated, “Saya menganalisis bagian materi yang paling banyak salah dipahami siswa” (“I analyze which parts of the material are most misunderstood by students”).
Beyond improving academic outcomes, formative assessment also reduced student anxiety when feedback was framed as supportive rather than punitive. This finding extends  Black and Wiliam’s (2018) work by highlighting the emotional benefits of formative assessment in fostering student confidence and learning happiness.

Teacher Adaptation and Contextual Responsiveness 
Teachers demonstrated flexibility when lesson plans did not align with classroom realities. As one teacher noted, “Jika metode ceramah kurang efektif, saya menggantinya dengan diskusi kelompok” (“If the lecture method is ineffective, I replace it with group discussions”).
Such adaptability reflects the realities of Indonesian classrooms, where fluctuating classroom conditions, infrastructure limitations, and student emotional states require teachers to continuously adjust instructional strategies in situ.
Implication for Practice and Policy
Practically, the findings suggest that teachers should be supported through professional development that integrates instructional strategies with social-emotional learning competencies. For policymakers, the study underscores the need to provide adequate facilities and reduce structural constraints that limit interactive and emotionally supportive teaching practices, particularly in public secondary schools.

Limitations of the Study
This study is limited by its small sample size and focus on a single school context, which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. In addition, the reliance on teacher self-reports may not fully capture students’ perspectives on engagement and happiness.

Synthesis of Discussion
Overall, this study demonstrates that effective teacher–student interactions in Indonesian secondary education require an integrated approach that balances academic instruction and emotional support. While adaptive strategies and interactive methods enhance engagement and happiness, their effectiveness is shaped by contextual constraints and student emotional readiness. By foregrounding the emotional dimension of learning, this study contributes to a more holistic understanding of classroom interaction and offers insights for developing learning environments that are both academically meaningful and emotionally supportive.

5. Conclusion  
This study highlights the pivotal role of teacher–student interactions in fostering student engagement and happiness in the learning process. The findings indicate that responsive communication, adaptive instructional strategies, interactive learning practices, and emotional support significantly contribute to students’ active participation and emotional comfort in the classroom. Importantly, student happiness emerges not merely as an outcome of learning but as a key condition that enables meaningful engagement. 
The study also reveals that the effectiveness of interactive teaching strategies is shaped by contextual factors such as diverse student abilities, limited facilities, and students’ emotional readiness. The presence of divergent findings, where interactive methods did not always increase participation, suggests that teacher student interaction must be supported by a conducive classroom climate and sensitivity to individual and contextual differences. Theoretically, this research contributes to the literature by integrating emotional dimensions particularly happiness into the discussion of teacher student interactions, offering a more holistic understanding of engagement in the Indonesian secondary school context.
Practically, the findings recommend that teachers embed emotional support within instructional practices, utilize formative assessment as a supportive feedback tool, and create psychologically safe learning environments. Policymakers are encouraged to improve school facilities and provide professional development that integrates pedagogical and social emotional competencies. Overall, this study underscores that effective learning environments are built through the integration of academic instruction and emotional support, providing valuable insights for enhancing student participation and well-being.
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