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ABSTRACT 

 

EXPLORING VERBAL AND NON-VERBAL BACKCHANNELS IN 

PROMOTING ORAL INTERACTION IN THE EFL CLASSROOM 

 

Nifa Hanifah 

 

English Education Study Program, Faculty of Teachers Training and Education, 

Universitas Kuningan 

e-mail: hanifanifa4927@gmail.com 

 

Abstract: Oral interaction in EFL classrooms is essential, yet it is frequently limited 

by students' language anxiety and a lack of listener response. This qualitative case 

study aims to identify and analyse the frequency distribution of verbal and non-

verbal backchannels and examine their contribution to promoting oral interaction 

in 11th-grade classrooms at SMA Negeri 3 Kuningan and SMA Negeri 1 Kadugede. 

Data were collected through classroom observation recordings, semi-structured 

interviews with two teachers, and open-ended questionnaires from 54 students. The 

findings from the classroom observations revealed a total of 192 backchannel 

tokens across both verbal and non-verbal modalities. The occurrence of verbal 

backchannels was highly limited, accounting for only 9 out of 192 tokens (4.7%). 

This verbal modality was dominated by the teachers, who produced 7 tokens 

(77.8% of verbal data). The verbal data consisted of 5 continuer tokens (55.6%), 3 

agreement tokens (33.3%), and 1 assessment token (11.1%), while no clarification 

tokens were identified (0%). Conversely, non-verbal backchannels appeared 

extensively, capturing 183 out of 192 tokens (95.3%). This visual modality was 

dominated by students, who produced 170 tokens (92.9% of non-verbal data). The 

distribution of non-verbal backchannels consisted of eye gaze with 106 tokens 

(57.9%), nodding with 46 tokens (25.1%), gestures in the form of chin-resting with 

21 tokens (11.5%), and facial expressions with 10 tokens (5.5%). The triangulated 

findings further indicated that backchannels functioned as interactional scaffolding 

that assisted students during word-searching difficulties, as socio-affective support 

that contributed to students' confidence and reduced feelings of speaking anxiety, 

and as participation reinforcement that increased students’ willingness to 

communicate. Conversely, the absence of listener feedback often generated self-

doubt and reduced students’ confidence to continue speaking. Overall, verbal and 

non-verbal backchannels play a crucial role in fostering a supportive and 

communicative EFL classroom environment. 

 

Keywords: EFL classroom discourse; interactional scaffolding; oral interaction; 

non-verbal backchannels; Verbal backchannels 
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