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Thousands of private autonomous institutes serve millions of learners in Iran, yet their 
managerial practices remain largely unexamined. Our study of management policies and 
practices in the English language teaching (ELT) setting of Iranian private language 
schools explored the qualifications, teacher recruitment and training, classroom 
observation process, instructional materials selection, assessment strategies and 
pedagogical knowledge of managers. To gather data, semi-structured telephone 
interviews were conducted with 107 managers across 27 Iranian provinces. Data were 
analysed using content analysis with systematic coding procedures, revealing substantial 
variation across all management domains. Only 36.4% of managers held Teaching 
English as a Foreign/ Second (TEFL/TESL) qualifications, and 18.7% reported no prior 
teaching experience. Recruitment practices ranged from comprehensive, multi-stage 
processes (21.5%) to reliance solely on oral interviews (24.3%). While 57.9% of 
institutions provided teacher training, 42.1% did not. Classroom observation was 
widespread (82.2%), though 42.1% used closed-circuit television (CCTV) monitoring. 
Most critically, despite 100% of managers claiming familiarity with contemporary 
teaching methods, only 10.3% could provide acceptable scientific explanations about 
them, and 90.7% were unfamiliar with common instructional frameworks. The 
substantial gap between managers' self-reported and demonstrated pedagogical 
knowledge and the diverse orthodoxies in the schools’ management suggest that targeted 
professional development could meaningfully enhance management capacity and, 
consequently, educational quality across this influential sector.  

 
Introduction  
 
The high demand for English language proficiency worldwide has expanded the role of 
private language schools as a necessary institution, especially in situations where public 
educational systems are unable to meet the communication needs of learners (Richards, 
2010; Sadeghi & Richards, 2021). These systems stand in a complicated context of market 
rivalry, regulatory inconsistency, and the difficulty of reaching a balance between business 
sustainability and quality of education (Fear, 2018; Walker, 2011). As the sector continues 
to expand worldwide, understanding how private language schools are managed is 
becoming increasingly important, although research specifically examining management 
practices in these contexts remains limited (Heyworth, 2013; Mureșan et al., 2007). 
 
As Iran has one of the largest segments of the private language education market with 
thousands of institutes spread across all provinces to satisfy the huge demand for studies 
of the English language which are not provided by the state schools (Mirhosseini et al., 
2023; Razmjoo & Riazi, 2006), it can present a compelling case for investigation. Recent 
estimates confirm that this sector continues to expand, with well-known chain institutes 
such as Kish, Safir, and the Iran Language Institute operating dozens of branches 
nationwide (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2025). In contrast to several educational settings 
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where the government regulation sets minimum standards under which the institution has 
to operate, Iranian private language schools are relatively independent, introducing 
considerable diversity in management, teacher quality, and educational outcomes 
(Gholami et al., 2016; Safari & Rashidi, 2015). According to Zarrabi (2018), there are over 
7,800 registered English language institutes in Iran, in addition to many unregistered ones, 
making the sector one of the largest private education markets in the country. Despite the 
sector's significance and diversity, systematic research examining how these institutions 
are managed remains scarce. The research done to date has focused on certain topics 
concerning Iranian private language education such as teacher training programs (Ganji et 
al., 2018a, 2018b), teaching spoken English (Sadeghi & Richards, 2015), teacher 
motivation (Ehsani, 2020), and the practice of placement testing (Razavipour & Firoozi, 
2021). However, the entire scope of the management practices, including the qualification 
of managers, the process of recruitment of teachers, assessment policy and quality 
assurance, lacks thorough investigation. This disjuncture is important since the process of 
management decisions largely determines the learning opportunities of the millions of 
learners in Iran who study English in the institutes that are privately owned. This gap is 
also significant because it is the manager's knowledge, leadership practices, and daily 
decisions that set the conditions under which teaching and learning take place. By this 
token, understanding private language education's effectiveness and variability requires 
that managerial practices be brought to the centre of scholarly scrutiny. 
 
Our study addresses this gap through an investigation of management policies and 
practices within Iranian private language schools. Specifically, we examine: 
 
1. The educational backgrounds and professional qualifications of school managers. 
2. The recruitment and selection procedures used for hiring English teachers. 
3. Approaches to teacher training, professional development, and performance 

monitoring. 
4. Managerial decisions concerning instructional materials, assessment practices, and 

curriculum implementation. 
5. The extent of managers' pedagogical knowledge regarding contemporary language 

teaching approaches and international assessment frameworks. 
 
Literature review 
 
Educational leadership and management 
 
Effective educational leadership requires the integration of visionary leadership with 
practical management competencies (Bush, 2020). In language education, quality 
management models in particular stress the significance of systematic approaches to 
institutional functioning, whereby aspects of planning, monitoring, and constant 
improvement are entailed (Heyworth, 2013; Muresan et al., 2007). Such systems bring to 
the fore the conflict between the accountability frameworks and the professional 
autonomy required to become an effective teacher. Such a conflict is especially strong in 
the case of commercial language teaching, where the market dynamics can oppose 
pedagogical implications (Walker, 2011; Fear, 2018). A case study of new ELT managers 
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in the private sector in the UK found that management training in ELT organisations is 
often inadequate and that new managers experience severe role confusion, a mismatch 
between different expectations of performance — stemming from the absence of 
structured preparation for non-pedagogical responsibilities (Rimmer, 2016). The Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) has also become an important instrument in 
quality management in the field of language teaching, offering standardised competence 
descriptors which can inform curriculum design, assessment and institutional 
benchmarking (Bärenfänger and Tschirner, 2009). Recent research suggests that implicit 
policies shaping Iranian private language schools emerge not from national guidelines but 
from the practices of leading institutes themselves, which act as de facto standards for 
others to follow (Divanbegi, Tajik & Mirhosseini, 2023). 
 
Teacher recruitment and effectiveness 
 
Research into language teacher effectiveness has identified a number of key dimensions of 
competence, including content knowledge, pedagogical skills, language proficiency, and 
interpersonal abilities (Richards, 2010; Al-Mahrooqi et al., 2015). Studies into teacher 
recruitment in Iranian contexts have highlighted tensions between policy directives and 
implementation realities and noted that institutional variation significantly affects actual 
hiring practices (Mirhosseini et al., 2023). Investigations on the recruitment criteria used in 
private language schools has focused on several desired qualities such as educational 
background, work experience, language proficiency, but recruiters have traditionally been 
limited by contextual constraints and usually focus on some attributes more than others 
(Ostovar-Namaghi & Hosseini, 2019; Zamani & Ahangari, 2016). A comparative study of 
recruitment practices in the context of international standards has revealed that there is a 
significant discrepancy between the standards and practices, and it is possible to advance 
them by adopting internationally accepted standards of effectiveness (Shojaei et al., 2021, 
2022). The administrators of private language schools might feel the pressure of a 
commercial environment in particular, where some studies demonstrated that commercial 
factors sometimes outweigh educational needs when it comes to hiring (Yazdanipour & 
Fakharzadeh, 2020; Brosh, 1996). 
 
Teacher training and professional development 
 
Teachers’ professional development has been identified as a key to ensuring and 
enhancing the quality of instruction delivered by teachers during their careers (Villegas-
Reimers, 2003; Richards & Farrell, 2005). Research examining teacher training courses in 
Iranian private institutes has revealed both strengths and limitations. While such programs 
have been noted for their emphasis on practical techniques and convenient class 
schedules, they are generally poorly prepared for trainees, lack standardised curricula, and 
fail to provide opportunities for supervised teaching practice (Ganji et al., 2018a). The 
comparative analysis against internationally known certifications like the Certificate in 
English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA) has also indicated substantial deficiencies 
in Iranian programs, especially in terms of the trainees’ need analysis, objective evaluation 
criteria, and systematic opportunities of teaching practice (Ganji et al., 2018b). 
Professional development activities among private institute teachers tend to be more 
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varied than those of public-school teachers, encompassing online learning, self-directed 
study, and collaborative activities, though access to these opportunities varies considerably 
(Sadeghi & Richards, 2021; Bayram & Bıkmaz, 2021). More recent studies confirm 
persistent variability: private institutes perform slightly better than public teacher training 
universities in preparing EFL teachers (Boojari et al., 2023), yet training programs still 
emphasise practical teaching over theoretical foundations while maintaining a 
transmission-oriented approach (Tajik & Babaee, 2025), and online professional 
development opportunities remain uneven across institutes (Daneshkhah & Gooniband 
Shooshtari, 2023). 
 
Quality management and assessment 
 
Quality assurance in language education has various aspects such as curriculum design, 
instructional delivery, and assessment practices (Heyworth, 2013; Ahmadi Safa & Nasiri, 
2025). As indicated in the literature, classroom observation can serve as an important 
instrument of teacher development provided it is applied not only with purely evaluative 
intentions but also for developmental purposes (Alshehri, 2018; Tzotzou, 2014). A study 
conducted on assessment practices in the private language schools has identified different 
levels of sophistication, whereby some schools have developed elaborate assessment 
systems, whereas others have used informal observation (Alamoudi, 2018). In the same 
line, teacher assessment literacy has become an important concern as the knowledge and 
skills needed to effectively carry out classroom assessment, as studies show that most of 
the teachers are not adequately prepared in this area (Olmezer-Ozturk & Aydin, 2019; 
Stiggins, 2007). Similarly, research indicates that systematic evaluation procedures are not 
very popular even though there are well-developed evaluation schemes. While materials 
selection is another key management function, research suggests that the systematisation 
of evaluation processes is comparatively rare, even where established frameworks for 
evaluation are available (Cunningsworth, 1995; Sheldon, 1988; Tomlinson, 2003).  
 
Method 
 
Research design 
 
This study employed a mixed-methods descriptive survey design, combining quantitative 
analysis of closed-ended survey items with qualitative content analysis of open-ended 
responses. The design prioritises breadth of coverage across a national sample over depth 
of individual cases. 
 
Participants 
 
The participant pool consisted of 107 managers of private English language institutes 
across Iran, selected through available sampling. This sample included 59 male and 48 
female participants aged between 30-55, and all were native Persian speakers. Managers 
from 27 of Iran's 31 provinces participated, offering a broad national coverage. Available 
sampling was adopted because although over 180 managers were contacted, many refused 
due to limited time, confidentiality concerns, or reluctance to discuss internal practices. 
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This sample represents a diverse range of institutional contexts, including large chains, 
small independent schools, institutes in major cities and smaller towns, programs serving 
varied age groups, and programs of different proficiency levels. 
 
Instrumentation  
 
Data collection utilised a structured interview protocol with five main sections addressing 
each research question: 
 
Section 1: Manager 

characteristics (4 items) 
Educational degree, academic major, teaching experience, and 

prior management experience. 
Section 2: Teacher recruitment 

and training (7 items) 
Recruitment criteria, selection strategies, Teacher Training 

Course (TTC) implementation, frequency and duration, 
training content, classroom observation practices, and 
observer selection. 

Section 3: Assessment policies (6 
items) 

Methods for evaluating teachers' educational and 
administrative performance, examination development 
responsibility, review procedures, test correction, and 
additional assessment methods. 

Section 4: Instructional materials 
selection (4 items) 

Age group organisation, textbooks and materials used, 
selection criteria and processes, and supplementary 
resources. 

Section 5: Pedagogical 
knowledge (6 items) 

Familiarity with English proficiency levels, teaching 
methodologies, implementation of different approaches, 
awareness of contemporary methods, understanding of 
lesson staging frameworks (PPP and ESA), and knowledge 
of international tests (IELTS and TOEFL). 

 
The questions used were mainly open-ended, with a few closed-ended questions for 
factual information. The questions were generated from a literature review and expert 
consultation. Three experts in teaching English as a second language and one in 
educational management reviewed the protocol for its content validity. Interviews were 
carried out in Persian to ensure clear communication. Questions utilised straightforward, 
non-technical language. For questions on pedagogical knowledge, the researcher defined 
any unclear terms without suggesting answers. 
 
Data collection procedures 
 
Data collection occurred over three months (February to April 2025) through telephone 
interviews, selected due to geographical dispersion across Iran. While telephone interviews 
lack visual cues, research demonstrates they yield high-quality data for structured 
interviews on non-sensitive topics (Novick, 2008). 
 
The process followed standardised procedures. At first, potential participants were 
identified through professional networks, teaching associations, and online directories. 
Initial contact explained the study's purpose, emphasised its academic nature, assured 
confidentiality, and invited participation. Then, interviews were scheduled at convenient 
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times, typically during business hours. At each interview, the researcher explained the 
study's purpose, assured confidentiality, emphasised voluntary participation, explained 
data usage, and obtained verbal consent. Interviews followed the structured protocol with 
consistent question order. Follow-up questions clarified responses when needed. 
Interviews typically lasted 15-20 minutes and were audio-recorded with permission. 
Although the protocol comprised 27 items, the majority were brief factual or categorical 
questions requiring only a word or short phrase in response (e.g., degree held, years of 
experience, observation frequency). The more open-ended items were sufficiently focused 
in scope to be answered concisely, and pilot testing confirmed that the full protocol was 
completable within this timeframe. Following each interview, the researcher reviewed 
recordings, made notes, and transcribed relevant portions. Complete transcription 
occurred after data collection completion. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Data analysis employed both quantitative descriptive and qualitative content analysis. At 
first, audio recordings were transcribed verbatim in Persian and reviewed for accuracy. 
For open-ended questions, the researcher created summary matrices organising responses. 
Then responses were analysed using content analysis (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2017), 
involving reading all responses, identifying themes and patterns, developing coding 
schemes, applying codes systematically, and grouping codes into categories. For example, 
teacher recruitment criteria were coded into categories such as "language proficiency 
testing"; "degree and major"; "teaching experience"; "oral interview"; and "demonstration 
teaching". Following the second step, frequencies and percentages were calculated for 
each category. When managers reported multiple practices, each component was counted 
and common combinations identified. 
 
To establish coding reliability, two researchers independently coded a random subsample 
of 20 interviews (18.7%). Inter-rater reliability was calculated using Cohen's kappa, 
achieving κ = (.83) for recruitment practices and κ = (.79) for assessment policies, 
indicating moderate agreement. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion and 
codebook refinement before the primary researcher coded remaining transcripts. Member 
checking involved sharing preliminary findings with 25 participants (23.4% of sample), 
selected to represent variation in institution size, geographic location, and manager 
background.  
 
A professional translator with expertise in educational terminology translated interview 
protocols and sample responses. Back-translation of 15 representative excerpts verified 
semantic equivalence. Key terms (e.g., Persian equivalents for 'assessment'; 'methodology'; 
'proficiency') were documented in a translation glossary to ensure consistency. 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
The study followed standard ethical guidelines. Participation was voluntary with informed 
consent. Participants were assured of confidentiality through removing identifying details, 
using pseudonyms, securely storing data, and reporting aggregate results. Participants 
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could withdraw anytime, though none did. All 107 participants who agreed to take part 
answered every question in the protocol; no participant declined to respond to any 
individual item. 
 
Results 
 
This section presents findings from structured interviews with 107 managers of Iranian 
private English language schools. Results are organised according to the five research 
questions, using descriptive statistics to characterise management practices and variations 
across institutions. 
 
Characteristics of language school managers (RQ1) 
 
The first research question examined the general characteristics of language school 
managers, including educational background, teaching experience, and management 
experience. 
 
Educational qualifications 
This distribution reveals important patterns when examined across degree levels (Table 1). 
Managers with only bachelor degrees were disproportionately likely to come from non-
English fields (42.3%, n=22), while those with masters degrees were most likely to have 
backgrounds in English-related areas (85.0%, n=34). Among masters degree holders, the 
distribution across English-related subfields was relatively balanced: 45.0% specialised in 
TEFL/TESL, 17.5% in English literature, 12.5% in linguistics, and 10.0% in translation 
studies.  
 

Table 1: Educational qualifications of language school managers 
 

Field of study BA (n=52) MA (n=40) PhD (n=15) Total 
English-related fields 30 (57.7%) 34 (85.0%) 11 (73.3%) 75 (70.1%) 
TEFL/TESL/English educ. 15 (28.8%) 18 (45.0%) 6 (40.0%) 39 (36.4%) 
English literature 8 (15.4%) 7 (17.5%) 3 (20.0%) 18 (16.8%) 
Translation studies 7 (13.5%) 4 ( 10.0%) 2 (13.3%) 13 (12.1%) 
Linguistics 0 (0.0%) 5 (12.5%) 0 (0.0%) 5 (4.7%) 
Other majors 22 (42.3%) 6 (15.0%) 4 (26.7%) 32 (29.9%) 
 
Critically, even among managers with advanced degrees, only a minority held specialised 
qualifications in English teaching: 45.0% of MA holders and 40.0% of PhD holders had 
TEFL/TESL degrees, while the remainder specialised in literature, linguistics, or 
translation. The combination of limited pedagogical preparation (only 36.4% with 
TEFL/TESL degrees) and the finding that 18.7% of managers entered their positions 
without any prior teaching experience suggests that many language schools may be led by 
individuals without formal training in language pedagogy. 
 
Teaching and management experience 
Participants' teaching experience prior to establishing or managing their language schools 
varied considerably (Table 2). Over one-third (35.5%, n=38) reported more than 10 years 
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of teaching experience before entering school management. Nearly three in ten (28.0%, 
n=30) had 5-10 years of experience, while 17.8% (n=19) had less than five years. Notably, 
18.7% (n=20) had no prior English teaching experience before founding or assuming 
management of their schools. Follow-up questioning revealed that among these 20 
managers without prior teaching experience, 60% (n=12) began teaching after establishing 
their schools, while 40% (n=8) focused exclusively on administrative and business 
management. 
 

Table 2: Teaching experience before school management 
 

Years of experience Frequency Percentage 
No experience 20 18.7% 
Less than 5 years 19 17.8% 
5-10 years 30 28.0% 
More than 10 years 38 35.5% 
Total 107 100.0% 

 
Regarding management experience prior to their current positions, 70.1% (n=75) reported 
having previous management experience in educational or other organisational contexts, 
while 29.9% (n=32) indicated that managing their language school represented their first 
management role. 
 
Teacher recruitment and training strategies (RQ2) 
 
The second research question investigated strategies managers employ to recruit and train 
teachers, revealing substantial variation in practices across institutions. 
 
Teacher recruitment criteria 
The managers interviewed mentioned the use of a range of varied criteria, often in 
combination with one another, in recruiting teachers. Table 3 summarises the most 
common approaches.  
 

Table 3: Teacher recruitment criteria employed by managers 
 

Recruitment criteria Frequency Percentage 
Language skills testing + oral interview 23 21.5% 
Oral interview + demo + TTC + post-TTC demo 19 17.8% 
Oral interview only 14 13.1% 
Oral interview + degree + major 10 9.3% 
Language skills + oral interview + major 8 7.5% 
Degree + major only 6 5.6% 
Experience + oral interview 9 8.4% 
Experience + degree + major 4 3.7% 
Language skills + TTC + demo 14 13.1% 
Total 107 100.0% 
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As indicated by the data, 21.5% (n=23) of the managers recruit teachers based on 
comprehensive language proficiency testing in speaking, listening, reading, writing, and 
grammar, supplemented with oral interviews. Further, 17.8% (n=19) employ oral 
interviews in combination with demonstration teaching, TTC, and post-training 
demonstration teaching as arguably the most comprehensive recruitment process. Smaller 
groups rely on specific combinations, such as oral proficiency combined with degree/ 
major requirements (9.3%, n=10), degree and major credentials (5.6%, n=6), or teaching 
experience in various combinations totalling 23.4% (n=25). 
 
When asked specifically about their recruitment methods, managers' responses clustered 
into several categories (Table 4). Nearly one-quarter (24.3%, n=26) rely solely on oral 
interviews to assess speaking proficiency. Another 18.7% (n=20) combine oral interviews 
with written tests of all language skills. A smaller group (13.1%, n=14) issues recruitment 
calls and conducts oral interviews. However, a substantial proportion (43.9%, n=47) 
employ comprehensive multi-stage processes involving oral interviews, demonstration 
teaching before TTC, mandatory TTC participation, and post-training demonstration 
teaching to assess implementation of learned methods. 
 

Table 4: Teacher recruitment methods 
 

Recruitment method Frequency Percentage 
Oral interview only 26 24.3% 
Oral interview + written language tests 20 18.7% 
Recruitment call + oral interview 14 13.1% 
Multi-stage: interview + pre-TTC demo + TTC + post-TTC demo 47 43.9% 
Total 107 100.0% 
 
Teacher training courses 
Regarding teacher training courses (TTC), 57.9% (n=62) of managers reported conducting 
such programs, while 42.1% (n=45) did not offer formal teacher training. Among those 
providing TTC, the duration varied: 28.0% (n=30) offered 1-4 sessions, 23.4% (n=25) 
provided 4-8 sessions, and 6.5% (n=7) conducted more than 8 sessions. 
 
Managers who conducted TTC were asked about its perceived usefulness. The 
overwhelming majority viewed TTC positively: 62.6% (n=39) rated it as "very useful" and 
30% (n=19) as "useful," while only 5.6% (n=4) considered it minimally useful or not 
useful, with latter group believing that teachers’ gaining experience is much more 
important. This positive perception was reflected in managers' comments about TTC 
helping teachers develop pedagogical skills, classroom management abilities, and 
familiarity with institutional expectations. 
 
Content covered in TTC programs showed some consistency. All managers offering TTC 
(n=62, 100%) included instruction on teaching the four language skills (reading, writing, 
listening, speaking). Additionally, 90% (n=56) covered lesson planning, learner behaviour 
management, and classroom management techniques. A smaller proportion (37%, n=23) 
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also addressed strategies for creating engaging lessons, encouraging learner participation, 
and implementing appropriate activities for different age groups, particularly young 
learners. 
 
Classroom observation practices 
Table 5 presents classroom observation practices. The majority of managers (82.2%, 
n=88) reported conducting classroom observations, while 17.8% (n=19) did not observe 
classes. Among those conducting observations, practices varied: 55.1% (n=59) personally 
conducted observations, 26.2% (n=28) appointed supervisors for each proficiency level, 
and 42.1% (n=45) used CCTV cameras for monitoring (some managers used multiple 
methods, so percentages sum to more than 100%). 
 

Table 5: Classroom observation frequency 
 

Observation frequency Frequency Percentage 
No observation 19 17.8% 
Once per term 52 48.6% 
Twice per term 26 24.3% 
Three or more times per term 10 9.3% 
Total 107 100.0% 

 
Nearly half of managers (48.6%, n=52) who conducted observations did so once per 
term, while 24.3% (n=26) observed twice per term, and 9.3% (n=10) conducted three or 
more observations per term. 
 
For schools using designated observers rather than having managers conduct observations 
themselves (n=28), all reported selecting observers from among experienced teachers. 
Managers described selection criteria including teaching experience (typically 10+ years), 
demonstrated competence across multiple language skills, effective classroom 
management abilities, positive rapport with learners, and effective error correction 
techniques. These experienced teachers received informal training in observation 
techniques and feedback provision, though formal observer training programs were rare. 
 
Assessment policies for teachers and learners (RQ3) 
 
The third research question examined assessment policies for evaluating both teachers and 
learners. 
 
Teacher evaluation 
Table 6 summarises methods for evaluating teachers' educational performance. Classroom 
observation emerged as the most common method, used exclusively by 56.1% (n=60) of 
managers. Another 22.4% (n=24) combined classroom observation with written language 
proficiency tests. Some managers (14.0%, n=15) combined observation with stakeholder 
feedback from students and parents, while 17.8% (n=19) relied solely on stakeholder 
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feedback. A small proportion (9.3%, n=10) used written tests alone. Notably, 6.5% (n=7) 
reported not conducting formal teacher evaluation at all. 
 

Table 6: Methods for evaluating teachers' educational performance 
 

Evaluation method Frequency Percentage 
Classroom observation only 60 56.1% 
Observation + written tests 24 22.4% 
Observation + stakeholder feedback 15 14.0% 
Stakeholder feedback only 19 17.8% 
Written tests only 10 9.3% 
No formal evaluation 7 6.5% 
Note: Some managers used multiple methods, so percentages exceed 100%. 

 
For administrative evaluation (attendance, punctuality, adherence to regulations), all 
managers (100%, n=107) reported that school secretaries or administrative staff 
conducted routine monitoring of these dimensions independently from educational 
evaluation. 
 
Student assessment 
In terms of responsibility for developing midterm and final examinations, the 
overwhelming majority (81.3%, n=87) reported that classroom teachers develop tests for 
their own classes. Just 7.5% (n=8) of managers personally write all examinations, whereas 
11.2% (n=12) organise teachers into groups to collaboratively develop assessments. 
Managers using the group approach typically defined test specifications (content coverage, 
question types, point distributions) and assigned a lead teacher to coordinate 
development. However, all managers (100%, n=107) reported personally reviewing and 
approving test questions prior to administration, whereas teachers retained responsibility 
for grading. 
 
Additional assessment methods beyond midterm and final examinations were employed 
by 77.6% (n=83) of managers. These included periodic quizzes (mentioned by 62.6%, 
n=67), oral assessments (45.8%, n=49), and continuous assessment based on classroom 
participation, homework completion, and attendance (28.0%, n=30). The remaining 
22.4% (n=24) relied exclusively on midterm and final examinations without 
supplementary assessment. 
 
Instructional materials selection (RQ4) 
 
The fourth research question investigated the criteria managers consider when selecting 
instructional materials. 
 
Age group organisation 
Since schools select textbooks based on age group, it makes sense to understand learners’ 
grouping schemas used in language schools. Schools organised learners into age groups 
with some variation in categorisation. The most common structure (49.5%, n=53) divided 
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learners into four groups: under 7 years, 7-12 years, 12-16 years, and over 16 years. 
Another 22.4% (n=24) used five age groups: 4-6, 7-9, 10-12, 13-15, and over 16 years. 
The remaining 28% (n=30) employed alternative grouping schemes like under 7, 8-12, and 
13+. 
 
Textbook selection 
Managers reported selecting different textbook series for different age groups, with 
considerable consistency in certain choices. For the youngest learners (ages 3-7), 
commonly selected series included Pockets and Tiny Talk, focusing on vocabulary and basic 
phrases without formal literacy instruction. For ages 7-9, popular choices included Jolly 
Phonics, First Friends, and Big Fun, introducing reading skills. The 9-12 age group typically 
uses series such as Let's Go, Family & Friends, Hip Hip Hooray, Big English, English Time, or 
Backpack. The 12-16 group most commonly studied from Teen 2 Teen, Hey There, Connect, 
Take Off, Project, or Got It. Adult learners (16+) primarily used Top Notch, Interchange, 
Touchstone, Cutting Edge, Navigate, Four Corners, or American English File series. 
 
Selection criteria 
When asked about their reasons for selecting specific textbooks, managers identified 
multiple factors (Table 7). Since many managers cited multiple criteria, each criterion was 
counted separately. The most frequently mentioned factor (35.5%, n=38) was selection 
based on systematic analysis of current, recently published materials. Another 20.6% 
(n=22) emphasised choosing books with topics appropriate and engaging for learners' 
ages and interests. Some managers (15.0%, n=16) prioritised books addressing all four 
skills comprehensively. Smaller proportions mentioned peer adaptation (12.1%, n=13), 
colourful and visually attractive design (8.4%, n=9), inclusion of supplementary materials 
(7.5%, n=8), or selection of books not commonly used by other schools (6.5%, n=7). 
Interestingly, 4.7% (n=5) reported consulting with managers of other language schools as 
their primary selection method. 
 

Table 7: Criteria for textbook selection 
 

Selection criterion Frequency Percentage 
Systematic analysis of current materials 38 35.5% 
Age-appropriate, engaging topics 22 20.6% 
Comprehensive skills coverage 16 15.0% 
Due to peer adaptation 13 12.1% 
Visual appeal and design 9 8.4% 
Available supplementary materials 8 7.5% 
Unique materials not used elsewhere 7 6.5% 
Consultation with peer managers 5 4.7% 
Note: Multiple responses possible; percentages do not add up to 100%. 

 
All managers (100%, n=107) reported using supplementary educational materials beyond 
textbooks, including video clips, music, pictures, flashcards, graded readers, and authentic 
materials. The universal use of supplementary materials suggests recognition that 
textbooks alone provide insufficient resources for comprehensive language instruction. 
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Managers' familiarity with language teaching methodology (RQ5) 
 
The fifth research question assessed managers' familiarity with language teaching 
methodology and current practices in the field. 
 
Understanding of proficiency levels 
When asked about English language proficiency levels, responses varied considerably. The 
majority (75.7%, n=81) correctly identified six levels following the Common European 
Framework of Reference (CEFR) structure: Beginner/Starter, Elementary, Pre-
Intermediate, Intermediate, Upper-Intermediate, and Advanced. However, 24.3% (n=26) 
provided incomplete or inaccurate descriptions, with some mentioning only three levels 
(Elementary, Intermediate, Advanced) and others unable to articulate a clear framework. 
 
Knowledge of teaching methodologies 
All managers (100%, n=107) claimed familiarity with various teaching methods when 
initially asked, mentioning approaches such as communicative language teaching, audio-
lingual method, task-based learning, and "post-method era" (CLT emphasises meaningful 
interaction; ALM relies on pattern drills and habit formation; TBL organises instruction 
around communicative tasks; the post-method era refers to the rejection of any single 
prescribed method in favour of context-sensitive, principled eclecticism). However, when 
asked to explain these methods or describe their characteristics, 89.7% (n=96) were 
unable to provide adequate descriptions. Only 10.3% (n=11) demonstrated substantive 
knowledge of teaching methodologies through coherent explanations of their principles 
and practices. 
 
Regarding implementation of varied teaching methods in their schools, 69.2% (n=74) 
reported that their teachers use different methodologies, while 30.8% (n=33) indicated 
their schools do not employ varied approaches. When asked about familiarity with 
contemporary teaching methods developed in recent years, 63.6% (n=68) claimed 
awareness of new methods, while 36.4% (n=39) indicated unfamiliarity. Among those 
claiming familiarity with new methods, 55.1% (n=59) reported implementing them in 
their schools, while others did not. 
 
Knowledge of lesson staging frameworks 
When asked about lesson staging frameworks, specifically PPP (presentation, practice, 
production — a three-stage lesson framework widely used in communicative language 
teaching) and ESA (engage, study, activate — a flexible lesson staging model proposed by 
Harmer), the vast majority demonstrated limited knowledge. Limited familiarity with 
lesson staging frameworks (9.3% familiar with PPP or ESA) suggests potential areas for 
professional development among managers. The remaining 90.7% (n=97) were unfamiliar 
with these systematic approaches to lesson organisation, suggesting significant gaps in 
pedagogical knowledge among managers. 
 
Knowledge of international assessments 
As most learners enrol in the private sector to attend a standard test later, managers’ 
knowledge of the issue is key. Managers' knowledge of IELTS and TOEFL varied 
considerably (Table 8). Given the breadth of information about these tests, the assessment 
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focused on four key areas: test format and skills assessed, types of IELTS (Academic vs. 
General), scoring systems, and acceptable score ranges for university admission. 
 

Table 8: Levels of knowledge about IELTS and TOEFL 
 

Knowledge level Frequency Percentage 
Comprehensive knowledge (all four areas) 18 16.8% 
Substantial knowledge (three areas) 24 22.4% 
Moderate knowledge (two areas) 28 26.2% 
Limited knowledge (one area) 23 21.5% 
No knowledge 14 13.1% 
Total 107 100.0% 

 
Only 16.8% (n=18) demonstrated comprehensive knowledge across all four areas, 
accurately describing test formats (four skills tested in both; two IELTS types; online and 
paper-based options for both), scoring systems (IELTS band scores 0-9 for each skill with 
overall average; TOEFL 0-120 total with 0-30 per skill), and typical acceptable scores 
(IELTS 6.0-6.5; TOEFL 90-100 for most universities). Another 22.4% (n=24) showed 
substantial knowledge of three areas, while 26.2% (n=28) had moderate knowledge of two 
areas. Concerningly, 21.5% (n=23) possessed only limited knowledge of a single area, and 
13.1% (n=14) had no knowledge of these internationally recognised assessments despite 
their prominence in Iranian language education. 
 
Among managers demonstrating knowledge of acceptable scores (n=42, 39.3%), most 
correctly identified that IELTS overall band scores of 6.0-6.5 and TOEFL scores of 90-
100 meet minimum requirements for many international universities, though requirements 
vary by institution and program. Several managers noted that higher scores (IELTS 7.0+, 
TOEFL 100+) are required for more competitive programs. 
 
Discussion 
 
This paper presents the first comprehensive analysis of the management in Iranian private 
language schools, demonstrating a sector with a high level of operational autonomy and 
high levels of institutional diversity. The results provide significant insights about school 
managers’ qualifications and their practices. 
 
Manager qualifications and professional background 
 
The result that only 36.4% of managers have degrees in TEFL or TESL, and 18.7% have 
no prior teaching experience at all is of considerable concern regarding pedagogical 
leadership capacity in the field. This trend is contrary to the international educational 
leadership standards, which normally focus on the significance of subject-matter expertise 
and teaching experience as the basis of efficient school administration (Bush, 2020). The 
prevalence of managers without teaching backgrounds partially explains the commercial 
orientation that previous research has identified in Iranian private language education 
(Yazdanipour & Fakharzadeh, 2020). The institutional leaders' lack of profound 
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knowledge is in line with Walker (2011), who stated that ELT management has not been a 
well-developed area as the level of specialisation needed to manage language institutions 
has received insufficient education. 
 
Teacher recruitment and training practices 
 
The significant diversity in recruitment strategies, from lengthy multi-stage strategies 
involving tests and training, to those that place emphasis entirely on oral interviews, 
shows the lack of sector-wide standards and the autonomy individual institutions exercise. 
The fact that 24.3% of institutes rely solely on oral interviews to find new employees is 
consistent with the results by Ostovar-Namaghi and Hosseini (2019), according to which 
the contextual limitations frequently encourage recruitment among language schools in 
Iran to favour speaking competence over pedagogical skills. The difference identified in 
this research indicates that the quality of teacher selection is largely reliant on the policies 
of the separate institutions and not the quality assurance systems that are in place within 
the sector. These findings have implications regarding the urging by Shojaei et al. (2021) 
for adoption of global effectiveness standards, meaning that many institutions would need 
significant alterations in their current practice in order to implement such standards. 
 
The finding that 42.1% of institutions offer no formal courses in teacher training proves 
and builds on prior concerns regarding the quality of preparation in the sector (Ganji et 
al., 2018a). The sporadic nature of the provision in independent programs in teacher 
training courses also leads to inefficiencies, as discovered by Ganji and others, considering 
the fact that teachers may be required to attend various courses to be employed in various 
institutes. The high ratings of the usefulness of training in institutions providing programs 
(92.6% said useful or very useful) suggest that the issue is not the quality of the programs 
provided by institutions in which they exist, but rather the lack of training delivery by a 
large portion of the sector. This gap is particularly concerning given the comparative 
weaknesses that research has identified between Iranian teacher training programs and 
international certifications (Ganji et al., 2018b; Bayram & Bıkmaz, 2021). 
 
Classroom observation and teacher evaluation 
 
Although classroom observation is widely used (82.2% of institutions), acknowledging the 
importance of monitoring, the nature of the practice doesn’t seem to be of a 
developmental nature. In his study Alshehri (2018) stressed that the benefits of 
observation are the most significant when it is used as a developmental and not an 
evaluative process, and the teacher is involved in the process of defining objectives and 
interpreting the feedback. The high rate of CCTV observation, as well as the result that 
48.6% of institutions observe teachers once per term, implies that much of the observed 
practices are not in accordance with evidence-based suggestions of developmental 
observation (Tzotzou, 2014). This observation also relates to the research by Alamoudi, 
(2018) regarding Iranian teacher evaluation systems, which point to the fact that 
evaluation systems in commercial environments can be more focused on accountability 
rather than professional development. 
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Instructional materials and assessment practices 
 
The fact that only 35.5% of the managers apply systematic analysis to materials selection 
should point to an evidence-based approach to materials evaluation as relatively rare, even 
though there are validated frameworks available to undertake the correct route 
(Cunningsworth, 1995; Sheldon, 1988; Tomlinson, 2003). This implies that many 
institutions might not be systematically assessing whether their instructional resources are 
in tandem with the curricular objectives and learner requirements. However the universal 
use of supplementary materials (100%), means that there is a high awareness that primary 
textbooks are not necessarily the best to respond to all instructional needs, but lack of 
systematic selections of primary or secondary materials suggests a serious gap in quality 
assurance. 
 
Similar concerns are reflected in assessment practices by finding that two-thirds of the 
institutions do not in any way institutionalise or standardise the tests, and leave it to 
individual teachers, casting doubt on the consistency and validity of the assessment across 
classes and terms. This observation raises concern as most language educators do not 
have sufficient assessment literacy to develop independent tests (Olmezer-Ozturk & 
Aydin, 2019; Stiggins, 2007). Such findings follow the observation of Razavipour and 
Firoozi (2021), who noted that in most cases, the power of decision-making in Iranian 
private institutes is in the hands of individuals who do not have expertise in special 
assessment. 
 
Pedagogical knowledge gaps 
 
The most notable result, perhaps, is related to the difference between the self-reported 
knowledge of teaching methods and the actual knowledge displayed by managers. 
Although 100% of the managers claimed familiarity with the contemporary teaching 
methods, only 10.3% were able to describe the contemporary teaching methods correctly 
when questioned. In the same way, 9.3% indicated their knowledge of popular 
instructional models like PPP or ESA, and 34.6% were familiar with little or no 
knowledge of popular international assessment models, despite their wide use in the 
materials taught by many institutes. This pattern has significant implications for the 
sector's capacity to implement evidence-based improvements in instructional practice 
(Richards, 2010). 
 
Teacher motivation and sector-wide patterns 
 
The high disparity reported in all areas of management, from recruitment to assessment, 
has implications for teacher motivation and professional growth. As claimed by Ehsani 
(2020), extrinsic motivation of teachers in Iranian private schools is largely influenced by 
their management practices, suggesting that the inconsistent management approaches 
documented here likely contribute to variable teacher experiences and potentially to 
differential retention across institutions. Similarly, Sadeghi and Richards (2021) noted that 
professional development participation varied substantially among private institute 
teachers, a pattern consistent with variation in institutional support for training 
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documented in this study. The absence of regulatory oversight means that the degree to 
which teachers receive professional development, fair evaluation, and high-quality working 
conditions is largely left up to the practices of individual institutions. 
 
These findings provide an insight into the commercial language education environment at 
the sector level with low external quality assurance. The trend is indicative of the larger 
issues that Fear (2018) and Walker (2011) have recognised in private language education 
worldwide, where a lack of barriers to entry and no adequate supervision can lead to a 
great deal of quality variation. Nevertheless, the same freedom allowing problematic 
practices also facilitates innovation, and it is reasonable to believe that better practices can 
be attained with the existing regulatory framework due to a significant percentage of 
institutions showing a systematic approach to recruitment, training, and assessment 
(Gholami et al., 2016). The Iranian context is unique, mainly in scale as the sheer number 
of institutions and learners involved magnifies the potential consequences of uneven 
quality provision.  
 
Limitations 
 
These findings have a number of limitations that should be considered during 
interpretation. First, the 59% response rate could result in selection bias because managers 
who practiced more systematically might participate more in the study, although the study 
covers 27 provinces. Second, self-report measures can exaggerate the desirable practices 
and the large difference between reported and actual pedagogical knowledge implies that 
other responses are also likely to be inflated. Third, the structured interview format, 
although allowing the standardised data collection from a large sample, restricted the 
possibilities of investigating the contextual factors that influence institutional practices. 
Lastly, although the Iranian context can inform about the management in the 
environment of uncontrolled commercial language teaching, the results may not apply to 
those with different regulators, competitive conditions, or cultural demands.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This research presents the first in-depth description of management practices among 
Iranian private language schools, which allows seeing a sector with substantial institutional 
freedom and high inconsistency in the quality of management practices. The results show 
that although there are institutions exercising systematic practices in recruiting, training, 
and quality assuring of teachers in line with evidence-based suggestions, significant parts 
of the industry are conducted with a low level of formalisation of these vital functions. 
The gap between the pedagogical awareness that management reported themselves and 
the knowledge demonstrated by managers indicates that this gap can bring about 
considerable concerns about managers’ capacity. The conflict between the business 
motives and the quality of education, which defines the bulk of the sector, creates not 
only problems but also the possibilities of change. This significant range of variation 
indicates that there can be practices that enhance the situation within the existing 
limitations, providing models that could inform sector-wide quality enhancement 
initiatives (Shojaei et al., 2021, 2022; Ganji et al., 2018b). 
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These findings suggest several directions to enhance management quality in the Iranian 
private language education sector. First, professional preparation programs targeting 
language school managers could address the pedagogical knowledge gap identified in the 
current study, equipping school managers with the understanding required to make 
informed curriculum and personnel decisions. Second, voluntary standards or 
accreditation mechanisms can provide a framework for systemic institutional 
improvement, while preserving operational flexibility that allows innovation. Third, a 
collaborative approach to teacher training, which may be carried out by several institutions 
or with international bodies offering certification, would help resolve the fragmentation 
and inconsistency seen in this domain. Fourth, developing resources to support managers' 
understanding of international assessment frameworks can further enhance institutions' 
capacity to prepare learners for globally recognised standard tests. Finally, future research 
investigating relationships between management practices and educational outcomes can 
provide evidence-based guidance for institutional improvement, while longitudinal 
investigation could illuminate how practices evolve in response to changing market 
conditions and learner expectations. 
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Appendix 
 
Structured interview protocol: Management policies and practices 
 
The following protocol, originally administered in Persian via telephone interviews, was 
used to collect data from 107 managers of nongovernment English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) institute managers across 27 Iranian provinces. It comprises 27 items organised 
into five thematic sections, each corresponding to one of the study’s five research 
questions. Open-ended items were supplemented with targeted follow-up probes where 
clarification was needed. For items addressing pedagogical knowledge (Section 5), the 
interviewer clarified technical terms without suggesting answers. 
 
Section 1: Manager characteristics 
1. What is your highest level of educational qualification? (e.g., Bachelor [BA/BSc], 

Masters [MA/MSc], or Doctorate [PhD]) 
2. What was your academic major or field of study? (e.g., Teaching English as a 

Foreign Language [TEFL], Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 
[TESOL], English Literature, Translation Studies, Linguistics, or other) 
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3. How many years of English language teaching experience did you have before taking 
on your current management role? 

4. Did you have any prior management experience — in educational or other 
organisational settings — before your current position? If yes, please describe the 
nature and duration of that experience. 

 
Section 2: Teacher recruitment and training 
5. What criteria do you consider when deciding whether to recruit an English language 

teacher? (e.g., academic degree and major, language proficiency, teaching experience, 
personality) 

6. What selection strategies or procedures do you use when hiring teachers? (e.g., oral 
interview, written language skills test, demonstration teaching lesson) 

7. Does your institute conduct a Teacher Training Course (TTC) for newly recruited or 
current teachers? (yes/no — if yes, please continue with Items 8 and 9) 

8. How frequently is the TTC offered, and how many sessions does it typically 
comprise? 

9. What topics or content areas are covered in your TTC program? (e.g., teaching the 
four language skills, lesson planning, classroom management, learner behaviour) 

10. Do you or does your institute conduct observations of teachers’ classroom 
performance? If so, how often, and what form do these observations take? (e.g., in-
person observation, closed-circuit television [CCTV] monitoring) 

11. Who is responsible for conducting classroom observations in your institute — the 
manager, a designated supervisor, or experienced senior teachers? What criteria are 
used to select observers? 

12.  
Section 3: Assessment policies 
13. How do you evaluate teachers’ educational (instructional) performance? What 

methods or evidence do you rely on? 
14. How is teachers’ administrative performance — such as attendance, punctuality, and 

adherence to institutional regulations — monitored and evaluated, and by whom? 
15. Who is responsible for developing midterm and final examinations for learners in 

your institute? 
16. What review or approval procedures are followed before examinations are 

administered to learners? 
17. Who is responsible for correcting and grading learner tests in your institute? 
18. Beyond midterm and final examinations, what additional methods do you use to 

assess learners’ progress? (e.g., periodic quizzes, oral assessments, continuous 
assessment based on participation and homework) 

 
Section 4: Instructional materials selection 
19. How does your institute organise learners into age groups for instructional 

purposes? What grouping scheme do you use? 
20. Which textbook series or instructional materials are currently used in your institute 

for each age group? 
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21. What criteria and processes guide your selection of textbooks and instructional 
materials? (e.g., systematic evaluation, age-appropriateness, skills coverage, visual 
design, peer recommendation) 

22. What supplementary resources or materials do teachers in your institute use in 
addition to the main coursebook? (e.g., video clips, flashcards, graded readers, 
authentic materials) 

 
Section 5: Pedagogical knowledge 
Note: For all items in this section, the interviewer clarified any unfamiliar technical terms upon request, 
without suggesting or implying correct answers. 
23. How many English language proficiency levels does your institute use, and what are 

they called? (Probe: Are you familiar with the levels described by the Common 
European Framework of Reference [CEFR]?) 

24. Which English language teaching methodologies are you familiar with? Please 
describe the key characteristics of any methods you mention. (e.g., Communicative 
Language Teaching [CLT], Audio-Lingual Method [ALM], Task-Based Language 
Teaching [TBLT]) 

25. Which teaching approaches or methods are currently implemented by teachers in 
your institute? Do teachers use a single methodology or a variety of approaches? 

26. Are you aware of any contemporary or recently developed language teaching 
methods? If so, please describe them and indicate whether they are being used in 
your institute. 

27. Are you familiar with structured lesson staging frameworks such as PPP 
(Presentation, Practice, Production) or ESA (Engage, Study, Activate)? If yes, please 
explain what each framework involves. 

28. How familiar are you with internationally recognised English language proficiency 
tests, particularly IELTS (International English Language Testing System) and 
TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language)? (Probe: Can you describe the test 
format, the skills assessed, the scoring system, and acceptable score ranges for 
university admission?) 
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