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Abstract: Classroom discipline is essential in ESL/EFL educational settings, as it directly influences 
students’ academic performance, participation, and the overall learning environment. Teachers must 
effectively manage discipline to ensure students remain attentive and that lessons proceed without 
disruptions. This study aims to explore common discipline problems in ESL/EFL classrooms, analyze 
their causes, and evaluate effective classroom management strategies. A systematic review of existing 
literature highlights key challenges, including disruptive behavior, lack of motivation, cultural conflicts, 
and language barriers. The findings suggest that both teacher-centered and student-centered 
approaches play crucial roles in addressing these issues. Additionally, culturally responsive classroom 
management and professional development are pivotal in equipping teachers with the necessary skills. 
Practical implications include adopting clear expectations, positive reinforcement, behavior contracts, 
and differentiated instruction to create a conducive learning environment. The study underscores the 
importance of ongoing teacher training and culturally aware discipline strategies in mitigating 
classroom management issues. 
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1. Introduction  

Classroom discipline significantly impacts the success of ESL/EFL education. Effective discipline 
strategies contribute to an optimal learning environment where students are engaged and motivated. 
However, various factors, including cultural diversity, language barriers, and student behavior, present 
challenges in maintaining discipline. 

According to Harmer [1] discipline involves more than just controlling the class and calming 
students; it is about creating an environment conducive to effective learning. In ESL/EFL classrooms, 
where students come from diverse cultural backgrounds and possess varying levels of language 
proficiency, disciplinary issues can emerge for numerous reasons, ranging from misunderstandings 
caused by language barriers to different cultural views on authority.  

This literature review thoroughly examines the different strategies that ESL/EFL teachers use to 
address discipline problems in the classroom, the challenges they encounter, and the theoretical 
foundations supporting them. Common discipline problems in ESL/EFL classrooms, teacher-centered 
versus student-centered approaches to discipline, the importance of culturally responsive classroom 
management, specific classroom management techniques, and the role of professional development in 
making teachers better at dealing with discipline issues are some of the main topics that are talked about 
and that matter. 
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2. Common Discipline Problems in ESL/EFL Classrooms 
In ESL/EFL classrooms, teachers encounter numerous discipline issues that can disrupt the flow of 

their lessons and compromise the learning outcomes. These problems are not unique to language 
classrooms but rather stem from the conditions that come with teaching a foreign language. The 
ESL/EFL teacher encounters several common types of discipline problems illustrated in Figure 1: 

 

 
Figure 1.  
Summarizes the common discipline problems in ESL/EFL Classrooms. 

 
2.1. Disruptive Behavior 

Disruptive behavior is undoubtedly one of the issues most frequently reported in ESL/EFL 
classrooms. This may involve students talking out of turn, making noise, using a mobile phone, or doing 
something that tends to divert attention from the students engaging in behaviors or expressing interest 
or miscomprehension due to linguistic barriers in understanding the lesson content. Garton [2] states 
that this kind of acting out might actually come from frustration with oneself for not being able to 
communicate well or clearly in the target language. If these students feel they are not receiving the 
necessary support to overcome their language difficulties, they will express their frustration through 
disruptive behavior. 

Furthermore, Harmer [1] implies that interruptions may occur due to the student's inability to 
comprehend the teacher's instructions or the classroom expectations. In an ESL/EFL context, in which 
communication between the teacher and the student is predominantly in the target language, there is a 
greater propensity for errors in interpretation, probably leading inadvertently to interference. Teachers 
should work toward having clear, short, and simple instructions and making the students aware of the 
classroom regulations and procedures. 
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2.2. Lack of Motivation 
Past research has indicated that motivation plays a central role in learning a language, and its lack 

leads to other forms of misbehavior within the classroom. For instance, Huwari, et al. [3] highlight the 
importance of maintaining student motivation in ESL/EFL education, as less motivated students are 
more likely to become disinterested in the lesson and potentially develop discipline issues. Debreli and 
Ishanova [4] further argue that teachers who fail to motivate their students can become a source of 
challenges in the classroom, such as the use of one's mother tongue, irrelevant questions, excessive 
talking, and a lack of willingness to participate. The lack of motivation can also stem from a variety of 
factors, including the difficulty of the language, a lack of interest in the subject matter, or the belief that 
learning English is not relevant to the student's future goals. 
Besides, students may lose motivation if they perceive their teachers as controlling and imposing strict 
instructions. For example, studies by Wright [5] and Han [6] have shown that learners are likely to 
react and become defiant when they feel that the teacher does not take their autonomy seriously or that 
the class is too teacher-centered. It is, therefore, essential for a teacher to learn how to balance between 
controlling the learning process and establishing a positive, motivating classroom. 
 
2.3. Cultural Conflicts 

Palmer [7] found that cultural conflict was the main cause of behavior problems in ESL/EFL 
classrooms. This is a common concern in multicultural or international settings where students from 
different cultures have different ideas about how to behave, talk to others, and follow rules. Qasserras 
[8] in his work "Teaching across Borders: Moroccan ESL Teachers' Job Satisfaction in Vietnam," 
demonstrates this point by stating that the Vietnamese culture places a strong emphasis on respect for 
the teacher, with students expected to maintain silence and a polite demeanor in class. On the contrary, 
other cultures, for example, Moroccan, can make a greater stress on participation and interaction. 

As Hofstede [9] suggests, cultural variations significantly influence students' behavior and shape 
their perceptions of a teacher's role and authority. In some cultures, questioning or debating with a 
teacher may be perceived as disrespectful, whereas in others, it is viewed as a sign of critical thinking 
and intellectual engagement. These differing cultural norms can lead to misunderstandings or even 
conflicts in the classroom, particularly if the teacher is unaware of or insensitive to the students' cultural 
backgrounds. 

 
2.4. Language Barriers 

Qasserras [8] study accentuates that language barriers in ESL/EFL classrooms often contribute to 
disciplinary problems. Miscommunication and frustration, stemming from students’ inability to 
understand instructions or express themselves, can lead to disruptive behavior. This underscores the 
importance of addressing linguistic challenges to foster a more positive and orderly learning 
environment. When students do not understand the language of instruction, it puts them at a 
disadvantage, making it difficult for them to follow lessons, complete tasks, or participate in activities. 
This can lead to frustration, boredom, and ultimately, disorderly behavior. Garton [2] emphasizes that 
scaffolding instruction and providing extra language support help students overcome these difficulties 
and stay on track. 

Language barriers affect not only the teaching and learning process but also the establishment and 
enforcement of classroom rules. When students struggle to understand instructions due to language 
limitations, they may unintentionally break the rules, leading to disciplinary issues. Therefore, 
ESL/EFL teachers must communicate clearly, use multiple strategies to reinforce understanding, and 
regularly check for comprehension to ensure a well-managed classroom environment. 

 

3. Teacher-Centered vs. Student-Centered Approaches to Discipline 
The literature on classroom management often contrasts two broad approaches to handling 

discipline: teacher-centered and student-centered methods. Each approach has its strengths and 
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weaknesses, and the choice of which to use often depends on the specific context and the teacher’s 
philosophy of education. 
 
3.1. Teacher-Centered Approaches 

In teacher-centered approaches, the teacher serves as the primary authority figure in the classroom, 
setting rules and expectations. The system of rewards and punishments assists to maintain control over 
the classroom and minimize disruptions. According to Canter and Canter [10] the Assertive Discipline 
model is a well-known example of a teacher-centered approach. In this model, instructors establish clear 
rules and consequences for misbehavior, and they consistently enforce these rules to maintain order. 

Proponents of teacher-centered approaches argue that these methods are effective because they 
provide structure and consistency. These are particularly crucial in classrooms with diverse students 
who might not be familiar with the norms of behavior in an English-speaking educational setting. 
However, critics dispute that such approaches can stifle student autonomy and discourage creativity and 
critical thinking. Furthermore, rigid enforcement of rules can lead to a negative classroom atmosphere 
where students feel resentful or disengaged [11]. 
 
3.2. Student-Centered Approaches 

In contrast to teacher-centered methods, student-centered approaches to discipline focus on 
promoting student autonomy and responsibility. In these approaches, students are often involved in the 
process of setting classroom rules and expectations, and they are encouraged to take responsibility for 
their behavior. Harmer [1] argues that student-centered approaches contribute to a more positive 
classroom environment as they emphasize mutual respect and cooperation between the teacher and 
students. 

One benefit of student-centered approaches is that they are adaptable and responsive. According to 
Qasserras [12] student-centered approaches offer a variety of activities that can be tailored to each 
student's learning needs, which can help with classroom management. Teachers who use this approach 
do not just enforce one set of rules, but instead adapt their discipline strategies to meet the needs of each 
learner. For example, they might use cooperative learning activities to encourage good behavior or 
restorative practices to settle classroom conflicts [13]. 

However, student-centered approaches can also be more difficult to implement, particularly in large 
or diverse classrooms, where students may have different expectations or levels of maturity. 
Additionally, striking the right balance between giving students autonomy and maintaining control 
over the classroom can be challenging for some teachers. 

 

4. Culturally Responsive Classroom Management 
Given the diverse backgrounds of ESL/EFL students, teachers must implement culturally 

responsive classroom management strategies. This approach involves recognizing and valuing cultural 
differences that shape student behavior, fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment. By 
integrating cultural awareness into their teaching, educators can enhance student engagement, 
minimize misunderstandings, and create a more harmonious classroom dynamic. 
 
4.1. Understanding Cultural Norms 

Culture-responsive teachers know that how students act in class is often affected by their cultural 
norms and values. For instance, students from collectivist cultures may prefer to work alone and feel 
uncomfortable with group projects, while students from individualist cultures may prefer to work with 
others. Students from high-context cultures, where communication is often indirect and implicit, may 
also find it hard to adjust to the direct and explicit communication styles used in Western classrooms 
[9]. 

By understanding these cultural differences, teachers can avoid misinterpreting students’ behavior, 
and they can tailor their classroom management strategies to meet the needs of all students. For 
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example, a teacher might modify group activities to accommodate students who are uncomfortable with 
group work or provide additional support to students who are struggling with language barriers. 

 
4.2. Building Rapport with Students 

Research by Gay [14] suggests that developing positive relationships with students is one of the 
most effective methods. Developing positive relationships with students can effectively prevent 
discipline problems in the classroom. When students feel that their teacher respects and cares about 
them, they are more likely to behave appropriately and less likely to act out. In ESL/EFL classrooms, 
where students may feel isolated or misunderstood due to language and cultural differences, building 
rapport is especially important. 

Teachers can build rapport by showing an interest in their students’ cultures, learning a few words 
or phrases in their native languages, and creating opportunities for students to share their cultural 
backgrounds with the class. Teachers create a more inclusive and respectful classroom environment in 
which students feel valued and understood. In the same vein, Qasserras and Qasserras [15] study 
highlights that gamification not only enhances collaboration, communication, and critical thinking but 
also plays a critical role in building strong rapport between teachers and students. A strong teacher-
student relationship built on mutual respect and trust fosters a positive classroom atmosphere, 
significantly reducing disciplinary issues in ESL settings. This supportive dynamic enhances student 
engagement and promotes a more harmonious learning environment. 

 

5. Classroom Management Techniques 
In addition to broader approaches to discipline, there are specific classroom management techniques 

that ESL/EFL teachers can use to address behavior issues. 
 

 
Figure 2.  
Clarifies the main classroom management techniques. 
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5.1. Clear Expectations and Rules 
Effective classroom management begins with setting clear rules and expectations from the start. 

Brown [16] emphasizes that when students understand both the expectations and the reasoning behind 
the rules, they are more likely to follow them. In ESL/EFL classrooms, where language barriers may 
hinder comprehension, it is crucial to communicate rules clearly and ensure students fully grasp the 
consequences of not adhering to them. 

Teachers can enhance classroom management by involving students in the rule-making process, 
fostering a sense of ownership and accountability. When students have a voice in establishing rules, 
they are more likely to take responsibility for their actions and encourage their peers to do the same. 
This collaborative approach strengthens engagement and promotes a more disciplined learning 
environment. 
 
5.2. Positive Reinforcement 

Positive reinforcement is a widely used classroom management strategy that involves rewarding 
students for positive behavior to encourage its continuation. Dörnyei [17] highlights its effectiveness, 
particularly in ESL/EFL classrooms, where it plays a crucial role in boosting students’ confidence and 
motivation. By recognizing and rewarding appropriate behavior, teachers will create a supportive 
learning environment that fosters both personal growth and academic success. 
Positive reinforcement takes many forms, from verbal praise and encouragement to tangible rewards 
such as certificates or small prizes. It is important, however, that the rewards are meaningful and 
appropriate for the students’ age and cultural background. Some students may respond well to public 
praise; others may feel embarrassed and prefer more private forms of recognition. 
 
5.3. Behavior Contracts 

Another useful tool for managing discipline in the ESL/EFL classroom is behavior contracts. It is a 
written agreement between the teacher and the student that outlines specific behavioral expectations 
and the consequences of failing to meet them. Lewis [11] suggests that behavior contracts can be 
particularly effective for students who have ongoing discipline problems, as they provide a clear and 
consistent framework for addressing these issues. 

Creating a behavior contract fosters a sense of responsibility and accountability by actively 
involving students in setting their own goals and agreeing to the terms. This approach is especially 
beneficial for older students or those struggling with self-regulation, as it encourages them to take 
ownership of their actions and work towards positive behavioral changes. 

 
5.4. Classroom Arrangement  

The classroom's physical arrangement and the structure of the lessons can also have a significant 
impact on discipline. Scrivener [13] proposes that arranging the classroom in a way that promotes 
interaction and minimizes distractions may help to prevent discipline problems before they arise. For 
example, placing desks in a horseshoe or circle formation can encourage participation and reduce the 
likelihood of students becoming disengaged. 

 
5.5. Differentiation 

Differentiation is another important classroom management technique that can help address 
discipline problems in ESL/EFL classrooms. Qasserras [8] building on Gardner’s theory of multiple 
intelligences, emphasizes the importance of varying materials, activities, and strategies to meet the 
diverse learning needs of students. By catering to different learning styles and abilities, differentiation 
not only enhances student engagement but also minimizes frustration and boredom, which are common 
triggers for disciplinary issues. 

For illustration, incorporating a mix of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic activities ensures that all 
students have opportunities to engage in ways that will suit their strengths. Differentiated instruction 
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also includes offering varying levels of task complexity, providing choice in assignments, and using 
flexible grouping strategies. When teachers address the individual needs of students, they can create a 
more inclusive and supportive environment, ultimately reducing the likelihood of discipline problems. 

 

6. Challenges in Addressing Discipline Problems 
Teachers can utilize a variety of strategies and tools to effectively manage discipline in the 

ESL/EFL classroom. Significant challenges are presented in Figure 3: 
 

 
Figure 3.  
Describes the challenges in addressing discipline problems. 

 
6.1. Language and Communication Barriers 

As mentioned earlier, language barriers can be challenging for teachers to effectively communicate 
their expectations. It is essential that students fully understand these expectations.. Garton [2] 
suggests that teachers need to be particularly vigilant about ensuring that students understand the rules 
and instructions, using techniques such as visual aids, repetition, and simplified language to facilitate 
comprehension. 

 
6.2. Lack of Teacher Training 

Many ESL/EFL teachers have reported feeling unprepared to deal with discipline problems, 
particularly when they are teaching in culturally diverse or unfamiliar environments, which can be 
challenging. Wright [5] argues that teacher training programs often prioritize language pedagogy and 
neglect the issue of classroom management, leaving teachers not well-equipped to handle discipline 
problems when they arise. 

 
6.3. Class Size and Student Diversity 

Large class sizes and diverse student populations can also exacerbate discipline problems, making it 
difficult for teachers to maintain control. Managing such settings usually requires more than 
conventional approaches, as students may have varying cultural backgrounds, language proficiencies, 
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and learning needs, all of which contribute to potential conflicts or disengagement. Garrett [18] 
underlines that teachers must adopt proactive strategies to address these challenges, including the use 
of group work and peer support. These methods not only help distribute the teacher’s workload across 
smaller, manageable units but also encourage students to collaborate and learn from one another. By 
fostering a sense of community and mutual respect, such approaches not only enhance engagement but 
also significantly reduce the occurrence of discipline issues, creating a more harmonious and productive 
classroom environment. 
 

7. The Role of Professional Development 
Given the challenges of managing discipline in ESL/EFL classrooms, it is essential that teachers 

have access to professional development opportunities that focus on classroom management. Evertson 
and Weinstein [19] argue that teacher training programs should include specific modules on classroom 
management, with a particular focus on how we can tackle the unique challenges of teaching in 
multicultural environments and multilingual settings. 

Workshops, mentoring programs, and ongoing professional development can help teachers develop 
the skills and strategies they need to manage discipline problems effectively. Teachers who invest in 
their professional development can become more confident and competent in handling the complex 
dynamics of the ESL/EFL classroom. 

 

8. Conclusion 
Managing discipline in ESL/EFL classrooms is a complex, multifaceted task that requires a 

combination of clear rules, culturally responsive practices, and effective classroom management 
techniques. While challenges such as language barriers, student diversity, and a lack of teacher training 
can complicate the process, research suggests that a mix of teacher-centered and student-centered 
approaches, combined with ongoing professional development, can lead to more positive outcomes. 
ESL/EFL instructors must be flexible, culturally aware and prepared to adapt their strategies to meet 
the needs of their students. By doing so, they can create a classroom environment that is both 
disciplined and conducive to learning—where students feel motivated, respected, and engaged. 
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