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ABSTRACT

This study examines lecturers’ perceptions of the instructional leadership roles of administrators in Schools of
Foreign Languages (SFL) at Turkish universities. Using a phenomenological design within the qualitative research
paradigm, maximum variation sampling ensured diversity in institutional backgrounds and professional
experiences. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 lecturers from SFLs in Istanbul, Ankara, and
Antalya. The findings provide insights into how instructional leadership is experienced and interpreted by
academic staff in the higher education context. A participatory leadership style emerged as a key component of
effective instructional leadership. Successful leaders were expected to encourage stakeholder involvement in
educational processes and foster shared responsibility. The results also highlighted the importance of prioritizing
teaching quality and creating a collaborative, respectful learning environment.
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RESUMO

Este estudo analisa as perce¢Bes dos docentes sobre os papéis de lideranga instrucional dos érgdos de gestdo nas
Escolas de Linguas Estrangeiras (ELE) das universidades turcas. Com base numa metodologia fenomenoldgica
inserida no paradigma da investigacdo qualitativa, foi utilizada a amostragem por variagdo maxima para assegurar a
diversidade de contextos institucionais e de experiéncias profissionais. Realizaram-se entrevistas semiestruturadas
a 13 docentes de ELE em Istambul, Ancara e Antalia. Os resultados oferecem uma visdo sobre como a lideranga
instrucional é vivenciada e interpretada pelo corpo docente no contexto do ensino superior. Um estilo de lideranga
participativo surgiu como um componente-chave de uma lideranga instrucional eficaz. Espera-se que os lideres bem-
sucedidos incentivem o envolvimento das partes interessadas nos processos educativos e promovam um sentido de
responsabilidade partilhada. Os resultados também sublinharam a importancia de priorizar a qualidade do ensino e
de criar um ambiente de aprendizagem colaborativo e respeitador.
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RESUMEN

Este estudio examina las percepciones del profesorado sobre los roles de liderazgo instruccional de los 6rganos
de gobierno en las Escuelas de Lenguas Extranjeras (ELE) de universidades turcas. Utilizando una metodologia
fenomenoldgica dentro del paradigma de investigacidn cualitativa, se empled un muestreo por variacion maxima
para asegurar la diversidad en los antecedentes institucionales y las experiencias profesionales. Se realizaron
entrevistas semiestructuradas con 13 docentes de ELE en Estambul, Ankara y Antalya. Los hallazgos proporcionan
informacién sobre cémo se vive e interpreta el liderazgo instruccional en el contexto académico del sistema de
educacion superior. Un estilo de liderazgo participativo surgié como un componente clave para un liderazgo
instruccional eficaz. Los lideres exitosos deben fomentar la participacidn de las partes interesadas en los procesos
educativos y promover la responsabilidad compartida. Los resultados también destacaron la importancia de
priorizar la calidad docente y crear un ambiente de aprendizaje colaborativo y respetuoso.

PALABRAS CLAVE

liderazgo instruccional; liderazgo; educacion superior; escuelas de lenguas extranjeras.
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Educational Leadership in Schools of Foreign
Languages?

Sinem Arslan-Dénmez?

INTRODUCTION

The quality of education in universities is a critical determinant of a nation’s capacity to
establish a skilled, innovative, and competitive workforce in order to be able to
contribute to the development of the society (Aydin, 2016). In this context, universities
require a program that aligns with their objectives, qualified staff and well-equipped
physical environments that facilitate quality education as well as a positive organizational
climate and leaders capable of ensuring the provision of all these essential conditions
(Karaaslan & Akin, 2019). Thus, leadership at all levels of the university structure plays an
essential role in shaping academic standards, instructional practices, and institutional
culture (Gibbs, 2010). This situation directs our attention to one of the important
leadership models: instructional leadership (Hallinger & Wang, 2015). Instructional
leadership, which started to grab attention with the researches on successful and
effective schools by Hallinger and Murphy (1985) in the 1980s, was traditionally
conceptualized within the domain of K-12 education. However, as instructional
leadership stresses the role of educational leaders to improve teaching and learning
outcomes through the supervision of instruction, promotion of clear academic goals, and
supporting a positive learning climate (Hallinger, 2005; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), it can
be regarded as adaptable to higher education contexts (Shaked, 2020), particularly within
teaching-intensive units such those taught in School of Foreign Languages [SFL] in Turkish
higher education.

In Turkey, higher education is a highly centralized system governed by the Council of
Higher Education [Yiiksekdgretim Kurulu, YOK] under the framework of the Higher
Education Law No. 2547, enacted in 1981. This law regulates both public and private
universities, and ensures a unified structure across the country (YOK, 1981). All teaching
and research processes in faculties, institutes, colleges, conservatories, and SFLs are run
under the supervision and coordination of YOK. Within this higher education framework,
SFLs occupy a critical role, particularly in universities offering English-medium instruction
where the primary mission is to equip students with the linguistic and academic skills
needed to successfully pursue their studies in English-medium programs (Aydin &
Hockley, 2019). These schools are managed by a director (head), appointed by the rector,
who is responsible for both administrative and academic operations. Thus, the
management and development of the teaching capacity of the SFLs as well as the
administrative supervision, planning and execution of necessary changes are under the
authority of the head of the SFL (YOK, 1981).

The quality of the teaching has a profound influence on both learning outcomes and
well-being of students. Put differently, while meaningful learning processes foster a
sense of accomplishment, academic progress, and overall satisfaction among students

1 The article is based on the presentation “Educational Leadership in the School of Foreign Languages” at the 29th Annual
ENIRDELM conference, Norway: Democracy and Educational Leadership, held digitally on September 16th, 2021.
2 Alanya University, Cikcilli Mah. Saraybeleni Cad. No 7, 07400, Alanya, Antalya, Turkey.
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(Govorova et al., 2020), monotonous instructional process results in disengagement,
poor academic performance, and even diminished self-esteem (Liu et al., 2019). The SFL
heads, therefore, hold a critical responsibility to cultivate a learning environment that
support academic achievement, sustain active engagement, and promote student well-
being. Considering the strong interconnection between teaching, learning, and the
outcomes of the academic studies, it is essential that higher education leaders prioritize
instructional leadership as a strategic mean of enhancing the quality of learning and
fostering a positive climate (Shaked, 2024). Consequently, the role of instructional
leadership remains critical in teaching-intensive SFLs where the effectiveness of
leadership directly influences both instructional quality and student outcomes. In other
words, the head of the SFL is expected to exercise instructional leadership by overseeing
teaching quality, facilitating the professional development of lecturers, and guiding
curriculum enhancement. However, current accessible studies indicate only a limited
focus on the instructional leadership roles of higher education administrators (Ers6zlu &
Saklan, 2016; Karaaslan & Akin, 2019; Shaked, 2020).

The case of the teaching-intensive SFLs within the Turkish higher education context
can be described as a typical case that reflects the organizational and instructional
challenges faced by similar language-teaching-oriented schools in many non-English-
speaking higher education systems. At the same time, it bears critical features due to its
focus on a context where English-medium instruction and internationalization pressures
intersect with traditional hierarchical structures. Thus, this case offers both a
contextually grounded and internationally relevant perspective on how instructional
leadership is enacted in higher education settings. This study interrogates common
practices in instructional leadership in teaching-focused units, and specifically aims to
uncover the instructional leadership roles of SFL heads from the perspectives of lecturers,
with emphasis on administrative processes, instructional practices, and the institutional
climate. By linking these empirical findings to the broader literature on instructional
leadership, the study contributes to understanding how leadership is enacted in
teaching-intensive, language-oriented academic units, offering implications for policy
and practice at local, national, and international levels.

THEORETHICAL FRAMEWORK

EVOLUTION OF INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP

The role of the school administrators has evolved considerably over time. While they
were primarily responsible for administrative and organizational tasks, such as
maintaining school safety, enforcing policies, and managing facilities, their role has
expanded to instructional leadership and positioned them as key agents responsible for
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning in contemporary educational settings
(Glickman et al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2016).

Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) seminal model of instructional leadership, which
focuses on three dimensions: (i) defining the goals of the school, (ii) managing the school
program, and (iii) providing a positive school environment, serves as a foundation for
understanding how administrators can influence teaching quality. In this context, the first
dimension emphasizes the administrator’s mission to create the main goals of the school,
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the second dimension focuses on the supervision of the teaching and the instructional
program, and the third dimension highlights the school that focuses on effective and
continuous development by creating a positive school climate (Hallinger, 2011).

In its early stages, instructional leadership was viewed as a top-down function, with
leaders primarily focused on maintaining order rather than fostering professional
growth. Over time, however, this perspective has evolved into a more collaborative,
distributed, and transformational approach. Leithwood et al. (2008) advanced this
concept by integrating elements of transformational leadership, emphasizing vision
setting, staff empowerment, and the development of professional learning communities.
Accordingly, instructional leadership has become a shared responsibility distributed
across multiple institutional roles (Hallinger, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2008; Vedgy &
Magller, 2007). This shift has placed greater emphasis on the leadership contributions of
department heads, curriculum coordinators, and teacher leaders in shaping instructional
practices (Jones & Harvey, 2017; Lambert, 2002).

Extensive research has demonstrated the effectiveness of instructional leadership in
enhancing teaching quality (Hallinger et al., 2020), improving school effectiveness (Boyce
& Bowers, 2018), and promoting students’ academic outcomes (Murphy et al., 2016) in
K-12 institutions. Although higher education differs from K-12 education, instructional
leadership remains a key determinant of teaching quality and institutional effectiveness.
Effective instructional leaders promote a culture of continuous improvement by
promoting faculty engagement, reflective practice, and professional development
(Hallinger et al., 2020). Such leadership not only enhances instructional quality and
student learning outcomes but also fosters a supportive academic climate that promotes
well-being of all members of the school. When faculty members feel supported in their
teaching efforts, their motivation and job satisfaction increase; similarly, students who
experience high-quality, well-supported instruction demonstrate greater engagement
and academic success (Shaked, 2024). As educational leadership enables leaders to
contribute effectively within diverse local, cultural, and political contexts (Feldfeber,
2020), it is particularly well-suited to the higher education context, where academic
diversity and contextual responsiveness are critical (Munna, 2022). Accordingly, this
study suggests the utility of the instructional leadership framework in higher education,
providing insights into how instructional leadership practices operate and may be
enhanced in teaching-intensive units.

INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Over the past decade, the leadership in higher education has undergone a significant
conceptual and practical transformation, moving from a hierarchical model towards
more collaborative paradigms (Potter & Devecchi, 2020). Bryman’s (2007) literature
review on higher education leadership emphasized that effective academic leadership
depends largely on fostering a collegial environment, aligning with the rise of distributed
leadership, which has become a dominant framework in higher education research and
practice (Jones, 2017). In addition, the imbalance between teaching and research (Light
& Calkins, 2015), which prioritized research output as the primary measure of academic
success and prestige (Chen, 2015) and favoured scholars with research success over
those with strong teaching profiles (Goodall et al., 2014) has begun to change.
Universities have recognized the importance of teaching quality and student learning
outcomes. Thus, the need for leadership in improving instructional quality, enhancing
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student learning outcomes, and aligning instructional practices with institutional goals
has started to gain prominence in higher education (Macfarlane, 2011). ErsozIli and
Saklan (2016), for instance, examined the instructional leadership roles of faculty
members, highlighting its potential in promoting diverse teaching methods, visual
materials, professional development, collaboration among colleagues, and serving as
role models through behaviour and attitudes. Karaaslan and Akin (2019) noted in their
research that while department heads recognized the value of curriculum guidance,
constructivist course planning, extracurricular activities, and positive leadership qualities
such as expertise, self-renewal, and effective communication, they tended to focus more
on administrative tasks and social-psychological support for faculty. Similarly, Shaked
(2020) reported that higher education leaders demonstrated minimal instructional
leadership, largely due to the emphasis on faculty autonomy, the low prioritization of
teaching quality, and entrenched beliefs about academic teaching norms in his study
conducted in Israel. On the other hand, Chhourn (2019) concluded in his PhD dissertation
that instructional leadership in five Cambodian private universities was moderately
practiced and significantly correlated with outcome-based education.

In this evolving landscape of higher education, instructional leadership provides a
useful framework for understanding how academic leaders can influence teaching and
learning processes within their institutions. Although instructional leadership has been
examined across various school levels, its application within university settings,
particularly in SFLs where intensive teaching occurs and leaders are responsible for
overseeing instructional practices, professional development, and curriculum
implementation has received comparatively less focused attention. The broader
literature on higher education leadership tends to emphasise academic leadership (e.g.,
Bryman, 2007; Floyd & Preston, 2018), prioritising research-oriented leadership
behaviours over those directly shaping instructional quality; yet, studies on instructional
leadership in teaching-focused units such as SFLs remain underexplored despite their
practical significance, and represent an area open to further investigation. Given that
SFLs operate within universities yet function as instruction-centred environments,
examining leadership through the lens of instructional leadership offers important
insights that academic leadership frameworks alone do not fully capture. Within this
scope, the current study explores lecturers’ views on the instructional leadership roles of
SFL heads in Turkey, aiming to contribute to both theoretical understanding and practical
improvement in leadership in teaching-intensive units in higher education institutions.

METHOD

RESEARCH DESIGN

Building on the influential methodological perspectives of Ragin and Becker (1992), Stake
(1995), Becker (1998), and Yin (2018), this study examines what the case of instructional
leadership in SFLs in Turkish higher education represents. Thus, the current study adopts
a dynamic approach by combining Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) model with the
transformational component of Leithwood et al. (2008) to examine the instructional
leadership roles of SFL heads based on the perceptions of the lecturers. Accordingly, a
phenomenological research design, one of the qualitative research approaches that aims
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to understand how individuals experience and perceive a specific phenomenon
(Creswell, 2013), was used to investigate how lecturers in SFLs perceive and experience
the instructional leadership roles of their heads in relation to administration,
instructional processes, and the creation of a positive school environment, as well as the
meanings they attribute to these roles.

PARTICIPANTS

The study group consisted of 13 lecturers working in various SFLs located in three major
provinces in Turkey, including Istanbul, Ankara, and Antalya, which were selected due to
the number of universities, high population of university students, and distinctive
educational dynamics. A purposeful sampling strategy was employed, utilizing maximum
variation to ensure diversity (Patton, 2015) in terms of educational backgrounds, levels
of seniority, and institutional demographics of participants, thereby, enabling the
collection of rich data and providing a comprehensive understanding of the instructional
leadership roles assumed by SFL administrators.

The selection criteria included lecturers who had been working at their current
institution for at least one year at the time of data collection. Of 20 lecturers initially
contacted, 13 agreed to participate in the study. The demographic information of the
participants of the study is given in Table 1.

Table 1
Demographic information of the participants

Participant Gender Education Seniority Experience at the School
Lecturer 1 Female PhD 12 9
Lecturer 2 Female MA 12 9
Lecturer 3 Female BA 12 9
Lecturer 4 Male MA 8 8
Lecturer 5 Male MA 10 7
Lecturer 6 Female MA 6 6
Lecturer 7 Male BA 10 6
Lecturer 8 Female MA 11 5
Lecturer 9 Female BA 4 4
Lecturer 10 Female PhD 10 2
Lecturer 11 Female BA 10 2
Lecturer 12 Female BA 8 2
Lecturer 13 Male MA 9 1

As seen in Table 1, nine of the participants were female and four were male. Five of the
participants held BA degrees, six held MA degrees, and two held PhDs. Their teaching
experience ranged from 4 to 12 years, and their tenure at the school where the data were
collected ranged from 1 to 9 years.
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DATA COLLECTION

The data were collected through individual interviews between January and May,
2021. A semi-structured, in-depth interview form was used as the data collection
instrument, allowing participants to elaborate on their perspectives and enabling the
researcher to ask follow-up questions when necessary to gain a deeper understanding
of the data (Creswell, 2013). The semi-structure interview form developed by the
researcher in accordance with the aim of the study consisted of six open-ended
questions, designed to elicit in-depth responses that allowed participants to elaborate
on their experiences and insights concerning instructional leadership roles of their
heads in terms of administration, instructional processes, and the creation of a positive
school environment.

For data collection, first the researcher contacted to lecturers working in SFLs in
Istanbul, Ankara, and Antalya and informed them about the study purpose. Following
getting consent, interviews were carried out with lecturers who volunteered to
participate in the study. As the study was conducted during the post-pandemic period,
interviews were carried out both face-to-face and via online meeting platforms,
depending on the participants’ preferences regarding in-person contact. All interviews
were recorded with participants’ consent to facilitate accurate transcription. The
duration of the interviews ranged from 30 to 90 minutes.

The data were analysed via thematic analysis in six phases including familiarization
with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing potential
themes, defining themes, and producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2012). They were
then organized systematically according to the thematic framework to ensure a
transparent presentation of the findings (Patton, 2015). Using an inductive approach,
content analysis was conducted in a way that both reflected the theoretical framework
and allowed new insights to emerge. Specifically, the data were coded deductively
according to key dimensions derived from the literature, such as defining the goals,
managing the school program, and providing a positive school climate while also being
coded inductively to capture participants’ own perspectives and experiences, including
emerging patterns such as monitoring instructional quality (e.g. feedback from
lecturers, students), supporting professional development (e.g. flexible schedule), and
learning environment (e.g. open door policy). Codes which explicitly referred to
leadership behaviours, instructional processes, or the organizational climate within
SFLs were included while those describing broader institutional or personal issues
unrelated to these areas were excluded. After iterative comparison and refinement,
related codes were clustered into categories, and categories with strong conceptual
connections were grouped to form overarching themes. This process ensured that the
themes accurately represented how participants articulated their perceptions of
instructional leadership and its expression in practice.

Informed consent from the participants were secured for the study, and the
researcher rigorously maintained confidentiality and anonymity through using codes (L1,
L2, etc.) and anonymous demographic details. To enhance the reliability of the study, the
researcher’s notes were shared with the participants to confirm that the content
accurately represented their views. Additionally, the themes and codes derived from the
data were cross-validated with an expert in the field to ensure consistency and credibility
in the coding process.
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FINDINGS

The analysis of lecturers’ perceptions revealed that the instructional leadership roles of
SFL heads was characterized by three key dimensions: (a) shared governance and
leadership, (b) prioritizing teaching quality, and (c) enhancing the learning environment.

SHARED GOVERNANCE AND LEADERSHIP

The first concept identified through the analysis of the data was the shared governance
and leadership at SFLs, reflecting the transformational leadership components identified
by Leithwood et al. (2008), particularly the emphasis on collaboration, shared vision, and
participatory decision-making. All participants emphasized the significant involvement of
school members (lecturers, students, professional development units, etc.) in decision-
making processes, as well as the distribution of leadership across various levels in SFLs
they worked as depicted in Table 2. This finding aligns with a recent study by Carbone et
al. (2017), who highlighted the importance of distributed leadership in higher education,
showing that collaborative leadership among academics and coordinators enhanced
teaching and learning. Likewise, Jones and Harvey (2017) suggested that distributing
leadership was particularly more suitable for addressing the complex challenges and
pressures faced by higher education institutions than traditional leadership models. The
current study also underscored that involving multiple school members and distributing
leadership responsibilities not only facilitated participatory decision-making but also
supported alignment of institutional practices with educational quality objectives.

Table 2
Shared governance and leadership

Themes Codes Lecturers
Involvement in decision General meetings 1,2,3,4,56,7,8,9,10,11, 12, 13
making

Focus group discussions 1,3,5,6,8,9

Evaluation reports/ 6,9, 10, 12
surveys

Distributed leadership Academic team 1,3,5,6,8,9
leadership

Involvement in decision making

As seen in Table 2, regarding the involvement of the school members, all participants
indicated that their opinions and feedback were actively solicited through general
meetings, focus group discussions, and reports/surveys in both setting the school’s
goals and managing the programs. Participants emphasized that such practices enabled
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all parties, including lecturers, unit members, students, and student families to engage
meaningfully in the governance of the academic processes within the institution. As
Lecturer 2 said, “Our administrators regularly get feedbacks from academic coordinators,
lecturers, and students to determine the curriculum and goals of the school.” Similarly,
Lecturer 3 asserted, “Feedback is received from students regularly through classroom
chats or informal meetings. The feedback received is conveyed to the vice-head or the
head of the school, and necessary arrangements are made through mutual exchange of
ideas.” Lecturer 5 also stated, “In any decision to be taken, they get the opinion and
feedback of the stakeholders who will be affected by the decision; there is no
understanding of imposition from above.” He also added, “Also sometimes focus group
meetings are held. In these meetings, evaluations are made about the program, success
and teaching process with certain participants and administrator/s.” Lecturer 10
emphasized that sometimes families are contacted as well saying, “Though it’s not
regular formal meetings, families also visit the school and share their opinions with us or
with the head of the school.” According to the lecturers, providing opportunities for
students, lecturers, and other members to offer feedback on both the strengths and
weaknesses of the teaching practices was regarded as critical for enhancing the quality
of education and for cultivating a democratic school environment. This finding echoes
prior studies (e.g. Munna, 2022) that instructional leadership enables the academic
leaders in higher education institutions to establish a shared belief about the learning
procedures and can improve the learner’s achievement.

Distributed leadership

The second concept highlighted was the distribution of leadership through various
academic teams and units. Distributing leadership provided a participatory or
collaborative decision-making mechanism in which administrators, lecturers, students,
and families were involved. As Harris (2005) noted, it shifts leadership from a single
individual to multiple actors, extending influence and responsibility across all levels of
the organization. For example, Lecturer 1 stated, “We have small groups with
responsibility for program, mission and evaluation. These groups constantly exchange
information with the administrative staff and teaching staff.” Likewise, Lecturer 5 noted,
“There are many different groups responsible for various issues in the school like testing,
professional development, curriculum etc. They constantly get feedback from students
and lecturers, and make necessary changes through the leadership of the administrator.”
Lecturer 6 also mentioned about the distribution of leadership saying, “Different teams
are responsible for curriculum, testing, etc. The administrator does not interfere with their
business but gets information about the work done and helps if needed.”

PRIORITIZING TEACHING QUALITY

Prioritizing teaching quality was the second theme consistently highlighted by lecturers
as a central focus of SFL heads’ instructional leadership role. Lecturers noted the main
focus of the SFLs is teaching rather than research; therefore, the leaders place significant
emphasis on improving the quality of instruction by supporting professional
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development and regularly evaluating the instructional program. This aligns closely with
Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) instructional leadership model, which emphasizes setting
clear educational goals, monitoring instruction, and supporting faculty growth as
demonstrated in Table 3. The present study also revealed that SFL heads not only
provided instructional support through in-house seminars and peer-observation
practices but also offered various forms of administrative support, including establishing
a professional development unit within the department to enhance lecturers’
professional growth, allocating financial resources for lecturers’ participation in
professional development initiatives, and ensuring flexibility in weekly teaching
schedules to enable their engagement in such activities. Furthermore, in the context of
program evaluation, the study showed that SFL heads enabled not only lecturers but also
members from different units and students to participate in the evaluation of the
instructional program, thereby promoting a more comprehensive and inclusive
assessment process.

Table 3
Prioritizing teaching quality

Themes Sub-Themes Codes Lecturers
Professional Educational In-house seminars 1,2,3,4,6,8,9,10,11, 12
development support
t
suppor Peer (class) 1,7,9, 12,13
observation
Administrative Flexible schedule 2,5,6,8,9, 10, 11,12, 13
support
Professional 57,9

development unit

Financial support 6,8, 13
Evaluation of the Instructor Feedback from 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,9,10, 11,
instructional evaluation lecturers 12,13
rogram
prog Feedback from unit 1,2, 5,6,7, 8,9, 12, 13
members
Learner Feedback from 2,3,7,10,11,13
evaluation students

Professional development support

As seen in Table 3, professional development support provided in their school to
improve the quality of education was the main concept that all participants noted. In
this regard, educational support emerged as a key component, and participants
emphasized in-house seminars and peer (classroom) observation as important
mechanisms for sharing knowledge, exchanging teaching practices, and fostering
professional growth. Lecturers particularly highlighted the importance of in-house
seminars as valuable platforms for exchanging ideas and discussing professional issues.
For example, Lecturer 2 stated, “Regular professional development seminars and
conferences are organized. In these events, the lecturers from the school also give
presentations and we all exchange ideas.” Moreover, lecturers acknowledged the
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importance of these seminars for the personal development, as Lecturer 9 explained,
“Almost every week, a seminar was organized about someone's thesis, article, and a
subject they learned. It was both educative and enjoyable. Thanks to these seminars,
we not only learned about language teaching but also about different personal
development issues.” Moreover, they pointed out that SFL heads supported
professional development practices within the unit, such as peer (class) observation
activities and initiated tailor-made development opportunities responsive to lecturers’
specific needs. Observation, which is one of the key practices of instructional
leadership, was considered an important element of educational support of lecturers.
Lecturers noted that observing colleagues’ teaching practices not only provided
opportunities for constructive feedback but also facilitated the sharing of effective
instructional strategies, contributing to both individual and collective professional
growth. For instance, Lecturer 1 mentioned, “We carry out class observations to visit
each other’s classes and share opinions about weak and strong aspects of the classes.
I personally find it useful as it enhances the professional dialogue among colleagues
and improve the education quality.” Similarly, Lecturer 12 stated, “Professional and
academic development of lecturers is supported by peer observations conducted
regularly among lecturers.”

In addition, participants underscored administrative support initiatives, such as
offering a flexible schedule, providing access to a dedicated professional development
unit, and ensuring financial support for participating in professional activities. Among
these factors, lecturers most frequently underlined the importance of flexible working
schedules, especially for those engaged in graduate studies. They noted that graduate
studies contributed significantly to the professional development of lecturers and,
consequently to the overall quality of education. Regarding the importance of providing
flexible working schedules, Lecturer 8 stated, “Weekly academic leave is given to those
who continue their master's and PhD studies,” emphasizing that SFL heads adjusted
lecturers’ working time in accordance with their graduate studies so as to support their
own professional development initiatives. Similarly, Lecturer 13 noted that class hours
could be adjusted to accommodate lecturers’ graduate studies saying, “Course schedules
of lecturers can be arranged in accordance with their masters or PhD studies.” Another
form of administrative support for the professional development of lecturers identified
was the establishment of professional development units within the SFLs. Regarding this,
Lecturer 5 stated, “We have a professional development unit. In this unit, various
activities related to the areas needed and demanded by the lecturers are organized,”
indicating that the unit provided continuous, tailored professional support aligned with
lecturers’ specific needs. Similarly, Lecturer 9 said, “Professional development unit
organizes festivals in cooperation with other universities to contribute to the lecturers
every year. These festivals also positively affect inter-institutional professional dialogue,”
emphasizing that the unit not only organized annual events in collaboration with other
universities but also leveraged them to foster inter-institutional professional dialogue,
thereby expanding lecturers’ networks and promoting collaborative learning beyond
their own institutions. The final administrative support for the professional development
of the lecturers was the financial support. For this concept, Lecturer 6 noted, “All staff is
paid a certain amount each year to participate in professional development-related
activities,” indicating that financial assistance reflected the institution’s commitment for
continuous learning and growth among faculty.
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Evaluation of the instructional program

The second key aspect of SFL heads’ instructional leadership practices regarding
prioritization of teaching quality was the regular evaluation of the instructional program.
All participants noted that SFL administrators systematically collected feedback on the
program and curriculum from both instructors and learners, and guided the
implementation of necessary adjustments based on these evaluations. In particular, the
feedback from lecturers was underlined as the primary component of the instructor
evaluation process. In this regard, Lecturer 6 stated, “They welcome everyone's ideas and
comments about the instruction. From the books to be used to the topics to be taught,
lecturers share their comments and curriculum is revised regularly,” emphasizing a
collaborative approach that allowed instructors to shape the curriculum continuously. In
a similar manner, Lecturer 12 pointed out the program evaluation process saying, “At the
end of each term, lecturers write a detailed report about the program and evaluates the
strong and weak aspects of the relevant program. This feedback contributes to the
revision of the program,” illustrating how systematic feedback from lecturers shaped
ongoing program improvement and strengthened the alignment between teaching
practices and curricular goals.

In addition, participants highlighted the evaluation of the instructional program
by unit members. They noted that staff working in curriculum, evaluation, and
professional development units regularly participated in evaluation meetings designed
to enhance teaching quality. Regarding this, Lecturer 7 stated, “The program is
evaluated by different unit representatives at regular intervals and the changes to be
made are first submitted to the approval of the school head, then it is shared with the
lecturer so as they can share their opinions and suggestions,” reflecting the SFL head’s
instructional leadership by combining oversight with collaborative decision-making,
ensuring program quality while engaging lecturers in the revision process. Likewise,
Lecturer 9 stated, “Responsible units are continuously checking the strengths and
weaknesses of the curriculum and making necessary changes,” emphasizing that the
head maintained alignment between teaching practices and institutional goals by
supporting ongoing evaluation and necessary adjustments.

Finally, participants focused on gathering students’ perspectives to evaluate the
quality of instruction. Lecturer 3 expressed, “In addition, student feedback is gathered
through in-class discussions or interviews and then shared with those in charge to
implement changes if necessary,” while Lecturer 11 noted, “Throughout the academic
year, the opinions of students are asked about the program and the learning outcomes
through meetings, surveys, and interviews,” reflecting the SFL head’s instructional
leadership by actively incorporating learner input into program evaluation, ensuring that
teaching was responsive to students’ needs, and promoting continuous improvement in
both instructional strategies and learning outcomes.

THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT AT SFLS

The final concept that emerged from the data analysis was the learning environment at
SFLs. The findings indicated that most participants emphasized a positive environment,
characterized by a collaborative atmosphere and an open-door policy, both of which
contributed to the overall quality of teaching and learning at the school. This emphasis
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resonates with the widely accepted notion that school climate is the core of instructional
improvement (Hoy & Miskel, 2013), stressing the role of collective efficacy and
collegiality in shaping teaching quality. However, three participants also noted the
negative aspects of the learning environment, specifically the lack of recognition and
inequality among staff, as indicators of insufficient instructional leadership as shown in
Table 4. This finding aligns with the literature emphasizing that supportive instructional
leadership not only involves facilitating teaching and learning but also ensuring equity,
recognition, and professional respect among staff (Leithwood, 2021). However, the
present study reveals that when these positive aspects are lacking, they indicate
inadequacies in the instructional leadership roles of SFL heads.

Table 4
The learning environment at SFLs

Themes Codes Lecturers
Positive Collaboration and respect 1,2,3,4,5,6,8,9,10, 11,12, 13
environment
Open-door policy 6,7
Negative Lack of recognition 2,8
environment
Inequality 8,9

Positive environment

All participants emphasized that fostering collaboration and mutual respect among staff
was the key feature in creating a positive school environment. Collaborative practices
were frequently associated with the inclusive and open leadership style of the SFL heads.
Lecturer 3 stated, “Our head is open to all kinds of ideas, so it is easy to talk to her. First
of all, she tries to discover the dynamics and constantly exchanges ideas. This creates a
positive atmosphere and promotes collaboration,” emphasizing the leader’s role in
cultivating open communication and trust, which strengthened teamwork and shared
responsibility. Similarly, Lecturer 5 mentioned, “Our workload is high, but there is a
collaborative group that does not complain but tries to do what is necessary to do the job
right,” indicating that a culture of cooperation mitigated work-related stress and
enhanced collective efficacy. In addition to collaboration, respect was described as
another fundamental dimension of the school’s positive climate. Lecturer 5 noted, “There
is a liberal, respectful, helpful, positive atmosphere. In this institution, you can easily
experience things that we cannot talk about and live openly in other institutions such as
political or sexual identity,” illustrating that inclusivity and respect for diversity were
actively promoted within the institution. Additionally, two lecturers highlighted the
significance of an open-door policy, which made administrators approachable and
fostered a sense of psychological safety. As Lecturer 6 stated, “Everyone is free and
encouraged to share their ideas without being judged. This creates a positive
atmosphere.” Collectively, these remarks demonstrated that the SFL head’s open and
participatory leadership practices contributed to building a collegial and respectful
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environment where staff felt valued, supported, and empowered. They also highlighted
that the open-door policy operated not only as a managerial accessibility tool, as
commonly described in earlier research (Klein, 2012), but as a daily mechanism for
pedagogical exchange and emotional support.

Negative environment

In contrast to the positive aspects aforementioned, some participants identified
elements of a negative environment, including a lack of recognition and inequality
among staff, as indicators of insufficient leadership to be addressed for an effective
academic environment. For instance, Lecturer 2 expressed, “/ also feel sad that we are
not appreciated enough by the administrator. While we are doing great things, the fact
that the administrators do not mention them or at least do not give a thank you has been
very upsetting for us in recent years,” suggesting that the absence of acknowledgment
for professional effort diminished morale and weakened the sense of belonging among
staff. Concerning inequality, Lecturer 9 commented, “On the negative side, there can be
inequality between the old and the new staff. Now, | notice it because | am new. For
example, sometimes someone can be given permission without a reason, while the other
one is not.” Such perception depicted that perceived favouritism or unequal treatment
among staff could deteriorate trust and collegiality, emphasizing the need for
transparent and equitable leadership to sustain a supportive academic environment.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study investigated lecturers’ perceptions of the instructional leadership roles of
SFL heads in Turkish higher education institutions and identified three interrelated
dimensions: (a) sharing governance and leadership, (b) prioritizing teaching quality,
and (c) enhancing positive learning environment. By examining these dimensions
within the specific context of SFLs, this study provides empirical evidence on how
instructional leadership operates in teaching-focused units in universities, and adds to
the literature by illustrating how instructional leadership in higher education can be
enacted beyond hierarchical centralized models, emphasizing faculty engagement in
teaching, tailored support for professional development, and the promotion of
collaborative, respectful environments.

The first dimension of SFL heads’ instructional leadership was characterized by the
active involvement of the school members in decision-making processes through general
meetings, focus group discussions, and surveys. Involving multiple school members
(lecturers, unit representatives, and students) in creating and revising the instructional
program ensured that decisions were not only strategic but responsive. This participatory
approach underscored the shift from a hierarchical model of leadership to a more
distributed one, where leadership responsibilities were shared among members of the
academic community. Research indicated that traditional, individual-centred leadership
remains dominant in higher education, but collective approaches including other
members of the institution like distributed leadership were required (Jones & Harvey,
2017; Lambert, 2002;) for current needs in higher education institutions. In this regards,
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SFL heads facilitated such participation by encouraging open dialogue, gathering
feedback from lecturers, various unit members, and students, and promoting shared
responsibility in instructional program evaluation. These findings were in line with the
recent evidence suggesting instructional leadership in higher education appeared not as
a centralized authority but as a collective practice in which faculty members actively
contributed to decisions (Shaked, 2020). Camacho Soto et al. (2022) also revealed that
particularly during challenging periods such as the pandemic, leadership in higher
education was assumed by teachers who ensured the continuity of education through
student-centred, adaptive, and innovative approaches. Consistently, Wang et al. (2022)
also showed that shared governance and participative decision making in higher
education context could improve faculty commitment, transparency, and institutional
trust, which result in enhanced organizational effectiveness.

The second dimension of instructional leadership identified in this study was the
prioritization of teaching quality, confirmed through structured professional
development and systematic evaluation mechanisms. Considering SFLs were academic
units primarily dedicated to fostering high levels of language proficiency, rather than
advancing discipline-specific research, this result was in line with earlier studies
supporting the importance of teaching quality in language teaching departments (Steele
etal., 2009) and the efforts of higher education institutions in improving the instructional
quality as well as the research (Lindlom & Kola, 2018). Research underscored that faculty
development was one of the fundamental media for enhancing instructional
effectiveness if it was ongoing and contextually relevant (Cotta et al., 2024). Supporting
tailored professional development of the staff through in-house seminars, peer
observations, and professional development unit initiatives responded lecturers’ specific
needs and contributed to the overall instructional quality in SFLs, aligning with the prior
studies in higher education context (Arslan-Dénmez & Sahin, 2022; Balwant, 2017).
Similarly, Day et al. (2025) suggested that professional development initiatives designed
to foster collective learning, reflection, shared vision, and evaluation enhanced
instructional quality when responsive to lecturers’ learning approaches. In addition to
the professional development opportunities, participants considered systematic
evaluation of the instructional program as important leadership qualities of SFL
administrators, parallel to earlier studies (Ersozli & Saklan, 2016). Apkarian and
Rasmussen (2021) also concluded that while not all individuals with hierarchical authority
directly influence instructional practices, formal leaders, such as department chairs,
played an important role in guiding evaluation processes, implementing feedback, and
ensuring program alignment with institutional goals.

The final dimension of instructional leadership roles of SFL heads emerged as the
creation of a positive academic environment, thus enhancing collaboration and respect
among lecturers while avoiding negative school environment resulted from lack of
recognition of the lecturers and inequality. When school leaders demonstrated respect
for all stakeholders and acknowledged their contributions, they fostered a balanced
distribution of power, promoting a democratic environment and enhancing perceptions
of equality. This result supported prior studies which concluded that the academic
environment based on respect facilitated the exchange of ideas and contributed to the
fulfilment of instructional purposes (Ersozll & Saklan, 2016). Similarly, Lambrecht et al.
(2022) highlighted that transformational and instructional leadership were closely
influential in the creation of collaborative structures, essential for implementing
individualized educational practices and fostering an inclusive learning environment.
Cervato et al. (2025) also emphasized that leaders in higher education, such as
department chairs, significantly influenced departmental climate, setting expectations,
and conducting merit assessments, highlighting a parallel with the present study, which
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suggests that SFL heads contribute to a positive academic environment by facilitating
collaboration and respect and by implementing an open-door policy.

In conclusion, this study provided empirical insights into how SFL heads enacted
instructional leadership in teaching-focused units within Turkish higher education
institutions. By highlighting the three interrelated dimensions, including shared
governance and leadership, prioritization of teaching quality, and fostering a positive
academic environment, this study demonstrated that effective instructional leadership
extends beyond hierarchical models by emphasizing the distribution of leadership among
faculty members. Furthermore, the study highlighted the role of SFL heads in facilitating
instructional quality, supporting faculty professional development, and promoting a
positive academic climate to enhance institutional effectiveness in teaching-focused
higher education contexts.

IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS

This study highlights the critical instructional leadership roles of administrators at
teaching-intensive SFLs in Turkey through shared governance, prioritizing teaching
quality, and creating a positive academic environment to contribute to the effectiveness
of the school.

Apart from its contribution, the study has limitations as well. As a qualitative study,
the results reflect only the views of 13 lecturers working in different SFLs in Istanbul,
Antalya and Ankara, in Turkey. Consequently, the results may not be generalizable to
other higher education contexts. Future research could examine instructional leadership
in SFLs across diverse universities and cultural settings, and in other higher education
units to assess the broader applicability of these findings.
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