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ABSTRACT

Guided by organizational justice theory and emotional response theory, this study
aimed to investigate students’ emotional and behavioral reactions to teacher injustice
in an unexplored context, i.e., English as a foreign language (EFL) instruction. Using
a phenomenological design, the researchers collected data from a heterogeneous
sample of 55 undergraduates majoring in English-related fields in Iran via a free-
response questionnaire. Analysis of qualitative data in MAXQDA using an inductive
approach to thematic analysis identified two themes: (1) Emotional Reactions and
(2) Behavioral Reactions to classroom injustice. In particular, experienced injustice
evoked students’ negative affect, reflected in their undermined psychological self-
image (e.g., feeling worthless, weak), undesirable internal feelings (e.g., feeling
hopeless, frustrated, anxious), disappointment with how the teacher treated them
interpersonally (e.g., feeling discouraged, disregarded, embarrassed), and negative
attitudes toward the subject, teacher, and educational system. Furthermore, teacher
injustice was powerful enough to influence students’ academic conduct as they
demonstrated a range of passive (e.g., silence, acceptance, inaction), debilitative
(e.g., complaining, demotivation, talking angrily), and facilitative behaviors (e.g.,
defending one's rights, behaving respectfully). Findings of this study imply that, as
a core professional trait, justice should permeate all aspects of a teacher’s demeanor,
as its absence diminishes the affective and social climate of the classroom. Thus, it
is necessary that educational administrators establish a system for monitoring
teachers’ inconsistent grading, favoritism, and bias, aiming for professional
development rather than punitive control. As a result, regular teacher-training
courses can be held for teachers who fail to follow the justice principles set by the
educational institution.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The significance of justice has turned it into a primary focus of inquiry in
educational research (Rasooli & DeLuca, 2024). Organizational justice theory
defines justice as a multidimensional construct, encompassing distributive,
procedural, and interactional justice elements (Cropanzano et al., 2015). This
justice typology was reformulated as classroom justice in education (Chory,
2007; Chory-Assad & Paulsel, 2004). Accordingly, justice was defined as
how fairly students perceived their instructor to treat them when distributing
instructional outcomes and resources, enacting classroom policies and
procedures, conveying information, and building interpersonal relationships
with students (Chory, 2023). When the instructor fails to uphold the relevant
justice principles within these classroom domains, the instructor is judged to
treat students unfairly (Estaji & Zhaleh, 2022a; Estaji et al., 2026).

Teacher instructional communication behaviors (e.g., classroom justice)
trigger students’ emotional reactions, which, in turn, affect a wide range of
students’ behavioral responses (Horan et al., 2010). In particular, if teacher
behavior is judged as negative, it can elicit negative emotional experiences
(e.g., sadness, anxiety) and avoidance behaviors (e.g., aggression, hostility,
disengagement) (Chory et al., 2017). While empirical findings support this
model in educational social psychology (Chory et al., 2014, 2017; Horan et
al., 2010, 2012), such evidence is lacking in the teacher-student psychology
literature in L2 education. Addressing this gap is essential because the
importance of enacting justice in language classrooms exceeds that in other
subject areas (Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021), as language learning and teaching are
fundamentally rooted in communication and relational dynamics (Mercer &
Dornyei, 2020).

Therefore, this study endeavored to explore the culturally grounded
experiences of a group of lranian university students regarding their
emotional and behavioral responses to perceived injustice in EFL classrooms.

Research Question(s)

1. What emotional responses do Iranian students show in the face of teacher
injustice in university EFL classes?

2. What behavioral responses do Iranian students show in the face of teacher
injustice in university EFL classes?
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Literature Review
2.1 Classroom Justice and Injustice

Distributive classroom justice explains students’ perceptions of teacher
fairness across various classroom allocation decisions. Procedural classroom
justice refers to students’ assessment of the fairness of the procedures and
policies the teacher employs to allocate resources (Chory-Assad & Paulsel,
2004). Interactional classroom justice, which characterizes the social nature
of justice, concerns the teacher’s interpersonal treatment of students when
implementing classroom procedures (Kazemi, 2016). Organizational justice
theory specifies the consequences of (in)justice by highlighting that people’s
evaluation of justice might trigger different negative or positive behavioral

and attitudinal responses (Rasooli & DelL.uca, 2024).

2.2 Emotional and Behavioral Reactions to Classroom Injustice

Previous studies have reported that students’ experience of teacher injustice
elicits negative affect that encompasses a wide range of emotional and
behavioral reactions. For instance, Rasooli and colleagues’ studies revealed
the emotional reactions reported by Iranian university students to unfairness
within the Iranian higher education system, including feeling fatigued, bored,
frustrated, pressured, offended, discouraged, disappointed, embarrassed, and
stressed. Moreover, they reported less favorable attitudes toward the teacher
and university system (Bazvand & Rasooli, 2022; Rasooli, DeLuca et al.,
2019). Eltahir et al.’s (2023) phenomenological study of university students
in Spain, Lithuania, and Malaysia demonstrated that participants felt
uncomfortable and nervous, disliked exams, and were upset, dissatisfied, and
frustrated as a result of experiencing unfairness in online assessments.
Ultimately, a qualitative inquiry into students’ perceptions of unfairness in
university settings in Germany found that students felt annoyed, frustrated,
angry, insecure, surprised, and helpless when faced with unfairness (Herr et
al., 2024).

Research has shown that negative affect stemming from experiences of
teacher injustice can affect students’ behaviors. In reviewing the literature,
these behaviors are organized into three categories (i.e., passive, facilitative,
and debilitative behaviors) and reported accordingly in previous studies.

Examples of facilitative behavioral reactions found in previous studies are
students’ promising to study harder for the upcoming exam (Horan et al.,
2010), gathering evidence to substantiate one’s innocence, attempting to

[A1roe'niedaf//:a8edawoH



Homepage: https://jep.atu.ac.ir/

92 | Educational Psychology, 22(81), 2026

claim one’s rightness, empathizing with those students who experienced
injustice (Tarhan, 2018), trying to act fairly in the future as a teacher
(Gurdogan-Bayir et al., 2021), supporting and sharing notes and assignments
with each other, and establishing peer solidarity and community (Laeeque &
Ali, 2024).

Moreover, perceived or experienced injustice was found to induce
students’ aggressive and unethical behaviors like hostility toward the teacher
and peers (Gurdogan-Bayir et al., 2021; Horan et al., 2010), conflict with and
antipathy toward peers (Gurdogan-Bayir et al., 2021), undesirable, value-
destroying, and non-cooperative classroom conduct, group cheating (Laeeque
& Ali, 2024), and educational cheating (Golparvar, 2015). Previously,
scholars have reported that in response to injustice, students across cultures
tended to adopt passive behaviors of complying, leaving the situation (Horan
et al., 2010), not arguing with teachers (Bempechat et al., 2013), becoming
more introverted (Gurdogan-Bayir et al., 2021), and not bringing unfairness
up (Rasooli, Rasegh et al., 2023).

Methodology

Participants in this study were 55 undergraduate students selected through
heterogeneous sampling, aiming to intentionally target a sample with varied
demographic characteristics to increase the transferability of the qualitative
findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

A free-response questionnaire with two descriptive prompts allowed the
participants to narrate their lived experiences of classroom injustice and their
emotional and behavioral responses in a written format. The narrative data of
this study were analyzed using MAXQDA software. An inductive approach
to thematic analysis was adopted (Terry et al., 2017).

Results

The emotions most recurrently mentioned by the students in response to
injustice were sadness and anger. Some of their reported emotions also
reflected feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy due to experiencing injustice,
such as feeling worthless and inadequate. Their accounts also implied their
dissatisfaction with how the teacher interpersonally treated them and their
dissatisfaction with the teacher. Regarding their behavioral reactions to
injustice, the students reported actions such as informing authorities, leaving
the class, and showing a negative reaction. Nevertheless, they also mentioned
using passive behaviors (e.g., silence) and strategic communication efforts to
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resolve, decrease, or manage the experienced injustice, such as behaving
respectfully and requesting reconsideration. It should be noted that, in this
study, debilitative behaviors were twice as frequent as facilitative ones,
suggesting that teacher injustice had a substantial negative effect on many
participants’ emotions and behavior.

Conclusion

In light of the present study findings, the content and curriculum of teacher
education programs should be improved to include explicit instruction on how
to enact justice in the classroom. Such instruction can be provided in stages.
First, teacher educators should provide teachers with adequate theoretical
knowledge of classroom justice and its violation. Second, they should present
empirical evidence to the teachers, showing them what student behavioral and
emotional responses follow the experience/perception of (in)justice. Third,
teacher educators should train teachers in practical strategies for preventing
injustice in the classroom and promoting justice in their treatment of students.
Next, they should ask teachers to incorporate what they have learned during
the program into their actual practice, followed by discussion sessions in
which teachers can reflect on their classroom justice practices, share their
opinions, and receive feedback from each other and the teacher educator.
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