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	Abstract
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	Using a qualitative approach, this study explored school leadership’s influence on students’ performance in the French subject in Nyagisozi Sector lower public secondary schools. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with four purposively selected headteachers and were analyzed thematically to capture leadership practices, teacher motivation, student engagement, challenges, and perceived impacts. Findings revealed that effective school leadership enhances French performance through instructional supervision, teacher motivation, and student-centered initiatives, while systemic challenges such as limited resources and inadequate parental support constrain these efforts. The study underscores the pivotal role of headteachers in shaping instructional quality and learner outcomes and recommends collaborative strategies involving teachers, policymakers, and parents to sustain improvements in French education.
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Introduction
In Rwanda, the teaching and learning of the French language have undergone significant transformations over the past two decades. Historically, French held a dominant position as the language of instruction and communication in education, administration, and diplomacy. However, following the 2008 national policy shift toward English as the primary medium of instruction, the teaching of French experienced a considerable decline in both emphasis and proficiency levels among learners. Despite recent curriculum reforms that reintroduced French as a core subject, students’ performance remains unsatisfactory, particularly in public lower secondary schools.
This situation raises important concerns about the factors influencing learners’ achievement in French. While existing studies have examined curriculum implementation, teacher qualification, and student motivation, limited attention has been paid to the influence of school leadership on language learning outcomes. Furthermore, methodological gaps exist in capturing how leadership practices affect teaching quality and student engagement in language classrooms. Therefore, this study seeks to address this gap by exploring the intersection between leadership practices and students’ performance in French, contributing to the theoretical and practical understanding of effective school management in language education.
This study explores how school leadership influences students’ performance in French in Nyagisozi Sector lower public secondary schools, highlighting the pivotal role of headteachers in shaping teaching quality and learner engagement. By focusing on school leaders’ lived experiences and perspectives, the research provides a detailed understanding of leadership practices, teacher motivation, and student-centered initiatives that contribute to improved language outcomes. Through a qualitative, phenomenological approach, the study reveals both the successes and challenges of leadership interventions, offering valuable insights for teachers, policymakers, and communities interested in enhancing French learning in similar contexts.

Related Literature
Effective school leadership plays a central role in shaping teaching and learning outcomes. Ralebese, Jita, and Badmus (2025) instructional leadership model emphasizes that leaders must define the school’s mission, manage instructional programs, and create a supportive learning climate. Studies confirm that close supervision of lesson planning, classroom observation, and constructive feedback leads to higher instructional quality and improved student outcomes (Nsengumuremyi & Imaniriho, 2025). Such practices are particularly crucial in language learning as they guide teachers toward adopting strategies that enhance student engagement.
Leadership that motivates and empowers teachers is equally vital. Transformational leadership theory underscores leaders’ ability to inspire, recognize, and support teachers. Empirical research highlights that motivated teachers demonstrate greater commitment and effectiveness in their instructional roles (Chen, 2025). Recognition, peer learning, and professional development enhance teachers’ skills and build a culture of collaboration, directly impacting the quality of French teaching in secondary schools.
Student engagement also emerges as a product of strategic leadership practices. According to Saka (2025), social learning theory emphasizes that modeling and reinforcement stand in positive learning behaviors, while Nugraha and Sukarno’s (2025) Input Hypothesis highlights the need for comprehensible input and meaningful practice. Initiatives such as French clubs, competitions, and recognition awards allow students to practice language in interactive contexts, enhancing motivation and confidence.
However, leadership interventions are often constrained by systemic and contextual challenges. According to Bennell (2025), many schools in Sub-Saharan Africa face resource limitations, including inadequate textbooks and shortages of qualified teachers. In addition, parental attitudes may undermine efforts, as many prioritize English over French in the language hierarchy (Schwab & Güneşli, 2025). According to Giampietro and Romiti (2025), successful leadership requires internal school-level strategies and external collaboration with parents, communities, and policymakers to ensure sustainability.
Despite these barriers, strong evidence links effective leadership to improved student outcomes. According to Hua, Arfon, and Hunter (2025), leadership is the second most significant school-level factor influencing learning, after classroom teaching. In contexts such as French language education, headteachers’ emphasis on instructional supervision, teacher motivation, and learner engagement creates a culture of accountability and achievement. Improvements in national exam results, as reported in some schools, provide empirical confirmation that leadership directly influences language learning success.

      Methods
Research design
This study adopted a qualitative research design using a phenomenological approach to explore the influence of school leadership in enhancing students’ performance in the French subject. The design was chosen because it allows an in-depth understanding of headteachers’ lived experiences, practices, and perceptions in their leadership roles.
Population, sample, and sampling techniques
The population was composed of 95 headteachers from the 95 public secondary schools in Nyanza District. The target population included all headteachers of lower public secondary schools located in Nyagisozi Sector, one of Nyanza District’s sectors. This sector was purposively chosen because it provides a manageable and contextually rich setting for examining school leadership practices within a clearly defined geographical boundary. Hence, the five headteachers representing the five lower public secondary schools in Nyagisozi Sector constituted the target population. From this population, four headteachers were purposively selected to participate, ensuring that the participants were directly involved in the leadership and supervision of French teaching and learning, thereby representing diverse school contexts while remaining within a coherent sectoral framework that supports in-depth qualitative exploration of the phenomenon under study.
Data collection instruments
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews. This method was appropriate as it enabled the researcher to obtain detailed insights while allowing flexibility to probe emerging issues. Each interview lasted approximately 45–60 minutes and was conducted in a quiet environment within the school premises, specifically in designated staff meeting rooms to ensure confidentiality and comfort. Questions centered on leadership practices, teacher motivation, student engagement, challenges faced, and perceived impacts of leadership on French performance. The interview guide consisted of ten open-ended questions exploring how school leaders support teachers in lesson preparation, supervision, and professional development; how teachers perceive motivation strategies; and how students experience engagement and feedback processes. Data were collected during the third school term between May and June 2025, allowing participants to reflect on recent academic activities and leadership practices.
Data analysis
Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the interview data. Transcripts were read multiple times, coded, and categorized into themes. Themes were developed inductively, guided by the research purpose. Participants’ verbatim voices (illustrative quotes) were presented in the results to ensure credibility. Trustworthiness was enhanced through triangulation of interview responses, peer debriefing, and member checking with participants.
Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant educational authorities. Informed consent was sought from each participant, and confidentiality was maintained by coding schools as School A, B, C, D, and E. Participants were informed that their involvement was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time without consequence. 

Results and discussions
This study, conducted in 2025, aimed to explore the influence of school leadership on students’ performance in the French subject across lower public secondary schools in Nyagisozi Sector, Nyanza District, Rwanda. French is taught as a compulsory subject within the national curriculum in these schools. Data were gathered through in-depth interviews with five headteachers to understand how leadership practices shape teachers’ instructional quality and students’ engagement in learning French.
Unlike the preceding sections that outlined the conceptual background and methodology, this section introduces the empirical findings, which are organized under five emerging themes supported by illustrative quotes from the headteachers. These themes collectively reveal how leadership dynamics, teacher motivation, and student-centered initiatives interact to enhance French performance.

      Table 1: Thematic Matrix of Results
	Theme
	Description
	Headteachers’ Voices (Illustrative Quotes)

	1. Leadership Support in Instructional Practices
	Headteachers ensure French teachers are well guided through supervision, feedback, and teaching support.
	- HT1 (School A): “As a headteacher, I make sure that French teachers prepare lesson plans and schemes of work on time. We also conduct internal supervision where I sit in some classes to observe teaching methods and give feedback.” 
- HT2 (School B): “French is a subject where many learners struggle. I encourage teachers to use learner-centered methods like dialogues and role plays so that students can practice speaking.”

	2. Motivation and Professional Development of Teachers
	Leadership involves motivating teachers through recognition, workshops, and collaborative learning.
	- HT3 (School C): “We sometimes invite sector education officers to train our French teachers. In addition, I recognize best-performing teachers during staff meetings, which motivates them to work harder.” 
- HT4 (School D): “Though resources are limited, I try to create a spirit of collaboration among teachers. Peer learning sessions are conducted, especially for French, to share teaching techniques.”

	3. Student Motivation and Learning Environment
	Headteachers promote students’ interest in French by establishing clubs, competitions, and rewards.
	- HT2 (School B): “We created a French club where students practice conversation, songs, and poems in French. This extracurricular support increases their interest and confidence.”
- HT1 (School A): “We award certificates to top students in French each term. Such recognition encourages others to take the subject seriously.”

	4. Challenges Facing Leadership in Enhancing French Performance
	Limited resources, inadequate parental support, and scarcity of teaching materials hinder leadership efforts.
	- HT3 (School C): “The main challenge is that we have few textbooks for French, which limits effective practice. Students cannot take books home to practice.”
- HT4 (School E): “Another issue is that many parents do not support their children learning French. They think English is enough, so they discourage students from paying attention to French.”

	5. Perceived Impact of Leadership on Students’ Performance
	When leadership interventions were applied, headteachers observed tangible improvements in students’ French outcomes.
	- HT1 (School A): “In the past three years, our students’ French scores have gradually improved because of continuous monitoring and support given to teachers.” 
- HT2 (School B): “When leadership takes French seriously, students automatically follow. Our last national exam results showed better French performance than in previous years.”



Table 1 presents the results of the qualitative inquiry into the influence of school leadership in enhancing students’ performance in the French subject in Nyagisozi Sector lower public secondary schools. The discussion was organized thematically, reflecting the main findings, and draws on leadership theories such as Instructional Leadership Theory, Transformational Leadership Theory, and previous empirical studies. The findings revealed that headteachers actively supervise French teachers through lesson planning, classroom observation, and feedback. This aligns with Ralebese et al. (2025) instructional leadership model, which emphasizes the role of school leaders in defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional program, and promoting a positive learning climate. Previous studies confirm that leadership that prioritizes supervision and guidance leads to higher instructional quality and improved student outcomes (Nsengumuremyi & Imaniriho, 2025). In this study, headteachers’ practices of encouraging learner-centered strategies such as role plays and dialogues directly supported students’ engagement in French. This suggests that instructional leadership is critical to students’ language acquisition in lower secondary schools.
Another major finding was the role of leadership in motivating French teachers through recognition, capacity-building workshops, and peer learning sessions. This resonates with transformational leadership theory, which emphasizes leaders’ ability to inspire, motivate, and develop their followers. Empirical research has shown that motivated teachers display stronger commitment and effectiveness (Chen, 2025). The findings from the Nyagisozi Sector highlight that when teachers feel valued, supported, and included in professional learning opportunities, they invest more effort in teaching French effectively. This study focused on lower secondary schools (senior one to senior three), where most French teachers hold general education degrees rather than specialized qualifications in French language teaching. This finding raises an important implication for teacher recruitment and professional development policies. Schools need to ensure subject-specific training to enhance instructional quality. Thus, teacher motivation mediated by leadership becomes a driver of student success.
The study found that school leaders also foster students’ interest in French by initiating French clubs, competitions, and recognition awards. This echoes Saka (2025), which underscores the role of environment, modeling, and reinforcement in shaping learners’ behavior. Such extracurricular initiatives are particularly crucial at the lower secondary level, where students are transitioning from foundational literacy to more complex language use and therefore require both motivational and structural support similar to that seen in primary-level engagement strategies.
Similarly, Nugraha and Sukarno’s (2025) Input Hypothesis suggests that language learning requires both comprehensible input and meaningful opportunities for practice. The initiatives reported by headteachers—such as French clubs and performance awards—provided such opportunities, thereby enhancing students’ confidence and participation. This finding also aligns with previous studies, which argue that intrinsic motivation grows when learners experience competence and recognition. However, the current findings extend this literature by emphasizing how leadership-driven initiatives provide input and create emotional and social contexts conducive to sustained learning engagement.
Despite their commitment, headteachers cited persistent challenges such as limited teaching materials, lack of qualified French teachers, and inadequate parental support. These challenges are consistent with findings in Sub-Saharan Africa, where resource constraints often limit instructional quality (Bennell, 2025). The lack of qualified French teachers implies that some educators teaching the subject were initially trained in other disciplines and later assigned French classes due to staffing shortages. This highlights a structural issue in teacher deployment that directly affects language proficiency outcomes.
Parental attitudes also emerged as a barrier, with many parents prioritizing English over French. This reflects broader debates about language policy and hierarchy of languages in African education (Schwab & Güneşli, 2025). According to Giampietro and Romiti (2025), successful leadership requires school-level interventions and systemic and community-level collaboration. Hence, school leadership efforts may not fully translate into sustainable student achievement without adequate resources and parental involvement. The implication here is that educational leadership must extend beyond internal school structures to include community sensitization and advocacy around the value of multilingual education.
Headteachers reported tangible student performance improvements when leadership interventions were applied consistently. This reinforces global evidence that leadership is the second most important school factor influencing student learning, after classroom teaching (Hua, Arfon, & Hunter, 2025). Specifically, leadership’s focus on supervision, teacher motivation, and learner engagement in language learning contexts creates a culture of accountability and achievement. The improvement reported in French national exam results in some schools provides empirical confirmation that leadership directly influences academic outcomes. This theme linking leadership, teacher motivation, and student outcomes was central to the study’s discussion, yet it also revealed gaps in how policy supports school leaders to sustain these efforts over time.
The findings reveal that school leadership in Nyagisozi Sector contributes to improved performance in French through three interconnected pathways: Instructional Leadership, which focuses on guiding and supervising teaching practices; Transformational Leadership, which motivates both teachers and students to achieve beyond expectations; and Distributed Leadership, which fosters collaboration among teachers while actively engaging students in extracurricular learning. These three themes were evident in the data and mutually reinforcing, explaining how leadership operates as a system of influence rather than isolated actions. Nonetheless, these efforts are hindered by systemic challenges, particularly inadequate resources and limited parental support, which must be addressed to fully realize the potential of effective leadership in enhancing students’ performance. Future research should therefore examine policy mechanisms for sustaining leadership-driven teacher motivation and explore comparative data across school levels to validate these findings.

Conclusion and Recommendation
Conclusion
The study concludes that school leadership is pivotal in enhancing students’ performance in French by ensuring effective supervision of teaching and learning processes, motivating and supporting teachers, and intensifying student engagement through extracurricular initiatives such as clubs and competitions. Leadership efforts produce tangible results, with improvements in examination performance and active learner participation as clear evidence of their impact. However, these achievements remain constrained by systemic challenges, particularly the lack of adequate resources, limited parental involvement, and insufficient numbers of trained teachers, which may hinder the sustainability of positive outcomes if not addressed.
Recommendations
To strengthen these gains, headteachers are encouraged to consolidate and systematize their existing supervisory efforts by enhancing instructional supervision through more structured, consistent, and evidence-based observations and providing targeted, actionable, and reflective feedback that fosters teacher growth rather than routine compliance. They should also expand beyond current motivational practices by incorporating recognition, mentorship, and sustained professional development programs that promote long-term teacher engagement. Teachers, in turn, should adopt innovative strategies such as role plays and group discussions, engage in peer collaboration, and provide continuous feedback to students to enrich learning experiences. Further research is recommended to capture students and teachers’ perspectives, compare rural and urban settings, and apply mixed-methods approaches better to understand leadership's quantitative impact on French performance.
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