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ABSTRACT 
Higher education worldwide is undergoing profound transformation driven by digitalization, globalization, and the growing imperative for equity, diversity, and inclusion. This study examines how faculty members at a state university in Türkiye make instructional decisions in response to these shifting pedagogical and institutional dynamics. Guided by constructivist and sociocultural theories, and situated within the university’s pedagogical strategy, qualitative data from 581 faculty members were analyzed thematically. Findings reveal that pedagogical decision-making is a reflective and context-sensitive process negotiated among student needs, disciplinary demands, and institutional constraints. Faculty demonstrated constructivist orientations emphasizing interaction, inclusivity, and diversity as central to effective learning. The study contributes a theoretical model of micro–meso–macro mediation in instructional reasoning and offers practical implications for institutional frameworks fostering inclusive and interactive pedagogy in digitally transforming higher education systems.
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INTRODUCTION
Higher education has entered a period of accelerated transformation under the combined forces of digitalization, globalization, and the drive toward equity, diversity and inclusivity. Over the past decade, technological and social disruptions have redefined the expectations placed upon universities and their instructors. Scholars note that contemporary higher education is now “profoundly digitalized,” with artificial intelligence (AI), data analytics, and learning management systems deeply embedded in teaching and learning processes (Iniesto & Bossu, 2023; Komljenovic et al., 2024). Generative AI, in particular, is reshaping how knowledge is produced and shared, presenting both opportunities and challenges for inclusive teaching (Pireci Sejdiu & Sejdiu, 2025). These developments coincide with increasing global accountability pressures, through international rankings, quality assurance mechanisms, and accreditation systems, which compel institutions to modernize pedagogy while maintaining academic rigor (Zhao, 2024; UNESCO, 2022).
At the same time, higher education institutions (HEIs) are becoming more diverse. Demographic shifts, massification, and widening participation policies have brought students from a range of cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds into university classrooms (Iniesto & Bossu, 2023). This diversity, while enriching, challenges traditional “one-size-fits-all” teaching models and demands more inclusive and flexible pedagogies (Filippou et al., 2025). Furthermore, post-pandemic hybrid learning environments have heightened expectations for interactivity, personalization, and accessibility (Yu et al., 2024). Collectively, these global trends signal not merely a technological shift but a paradigmatic transformation in how learning is understood and enacted.
In response, educators and institutions are increasingly embracing interaction, inclusivity, and diversity as central pedagogical imperatives. Inclusive education calls for equitable access and active participation of all learners regardless of background (Alhassan et al., 2025), while interactive pedagogy emphasizes collaborative, dialogue-based learning that supports deeper understanding (Fink, 2022; Chickering & Gamson, 1987). These approaches reflect a theoretical movement from behaviorism, which prioritizes transmission and control, toward constructivism, where learners actively construct meaning through social engagement (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Fosnot, 2013). From this perspective, teaching becomes a facilitative and reflective practice, guided by responsiveness to learners and context (Schön, 1983).
Instructors, however, face complex decisions in implementing these ideals. Research on teacher cognition and instructional decision-making shows that educators constantly negotiate between pedagogical aspirations and institutional constraints (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2006; Mayes et al., 2020). Decisions are shaped by factors such as class size, digital readiness, workload, and disciplinary norms (Spillane & Burch, 2006). Consequently, the act of choosing instructional methods becomes an expression of epistemological stance and professional agency (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2017).
Within this evolving context, the authors’ university has introduced a new pedagogical strategy  , aiming to foster inclusive and dialogic instruction through faculty development and digital transformation. This pedagogic strategy  serves as an analytical framework capturing institutional efforts to translate global pedagogical trends into localized practice. This study examines how faculty members in this context interpret and apply interactive, inclusive, and diversity-responsive instruction.
By situating these questions within a constructivist–sociocultural lens (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991), this research contributes to understanding how individual pedagogical reasoning interacts with institutional frameworks in the digital and inclusive era of higher education.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  By situating these questions within a constructivist–sociocultural lens (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991), this research contributes to understanding how individual pedagogical reasoning interacts with institutional frameworks in the digital and inclusive era of higher education.
] 

Literature Review
Higher education is undergoing profound transformation driven by technological, social, and policy forces. Digitalization – including ubiquitous learning management systems, cloud computing, big data analytics, and especially artificial intelligence – is reshaping campus life and pedagogies (Komljenovic et al., 2024). As Komljenovic et al. (2024) observe, “higher education is already profoundly digitalized,” with students, instructors, and administrators routinely using data-rich digital tools (e.g. LMS, e-books, AI agents) to personalize learning and streamline operations. Generative AI adds another dimension: recent analyses describe GenAI as both a “disruptor and enabler” of teaching and learning, highlighting urgent needs for new literacies and ethical, inclusive policies (Sejdiu & Sejdiu, 2025). At the same time, globalization and competition are pushing institutions to innovate. International rankings, accreditation demands, and calls for responsiveness to global challenges create pressure to modernize curricula and pedagogy (Zhao, 2024; UNESCO, 2022). Meanwhile, demographic change and social movements are diversifying the student body. Universities now serve increasingly heterogeneous cohorts (in terms of language, culture, ability, and socioeconomic background), and there are strong worldwide mandates for equity, diversity, and inclusion in education (Iniesto & Bossu, 2023). 
Recent literature identifies several converging pressures. Digital technology and AI are often foregrounded. For example, Komljenovic et al. (2024) note that universities aim to become “data-powered organizations” leveraging digital infrastructure and AI to personalize learning. Likewise, Pireci Sejdiu and Sejdiu (2025) argue that generative AI demands a redefinition of digital literacy (to “algorithmic literacy”) and necessitates proactive institutional strategies (ethical frameworks, inclusive policies) to balance innovation with academic integrity. Equity, diversity, and inclusion pressures are another major driver. Global policy and research emphasize that heterogeneous student populations require adaptive pedagogy. For instance, Iniesto and Bossu (2023) find that involving faculty and students in co-creating learning resources that respect culture, language, and identity is key to implementing equity, diversity, and inclusion in open education contexts[3]. Globalization and competitiveness also reshape higher education: institutions are incentivized to attract diverse students (e.g. international enrolment) and to align teaching with international standards (Bradshaw, 2023; UNESCO, 2022). Finally, changing student expectations drive change. New generations of learners tend to expect active, flexible, technology-enhanced instruction rather than passive lectures (Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Algesheimer et al., 2024). 
These systemic drivers are already pressuring teaching and learning. Instructors are compelled to re-envision their roles. Traditionally teacher-centered lecture models are giving way to facilitation of active, student-driven learning. For example, Qu et al. (2024) report that faculty in a UDL-embedded group-work project shifted from “content deliverer” to coach or facilitator of collaborative learning. Similarly, teacher education literature notes that student-centered instructors consciously “vary their teaching methods according to the students’ needs and context”[4]. The demand for inclusive pedagogy is especially prominent: several studies argue that to meet diverse needs, instructors must adopt Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles, differentiated instruction, flexible assessment, and multimodal resources (Filippou et al., 2025; Iniesto & Bossu, 2023). These inclusive practices aim to ensure equitable access and success for all learners, and research suggests they improve outcomes. For instance, Iniesto and Bossu (2023) conclude that co-created inclusive resources that consider culture and language can enhance engagement in open learning environments.
Student engagement and retention are affected by pedagogy shifts as well. Studies show that interactive, dialogic methods – such as group discussion, active learning, and feedback-rich activities – tend to increase engagement, deep learning, and persistence, especially for under-represented students (Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Iniesto & Bossu, 2023). Conversely, failure to adapt can lead to disengagement: students accustomed to interactive digital media may find passive lectures demotivating, and persistent inequities can emerge if instruction remains one-size-fits-all (Slager, 2023). Moreover, the literature documents significant challenges and resistance. Instructors often face institutional constraints – large classes, heavy workloads, and limited training – that make pedagogical innovation difficult (Alshammari et al., 2024; Stupnisky et al., 2021). Cultures of academic freedom can both empower and hinder change: faculty may resist prescribed reforms (Ball & Geyer, 2022). Collectively, these studies portray a complex impact: external forces make interactive, inclusive teaching imperative, but practical barriers and entrenched traditions create friction and uneven adoption.
[bookmark: bookmark=id.m7jh1zz7gn8n]Contemporary Pedagogical Responses: Inclusivity, Interaction, and Diversity
Faced with this landscape, higher education discourse has emphasized inclusive, interactive, and diversity-aware pedagogy as key responses. Inclusivity (or equity-focused teaching) has become a central concern. Recent systematic reviews note that universities are increasingly enacting inclusive policies and training faculty in equity-minded practices (Filippou et al., 2025). In classroom practice, inclusive pedagogy may involve offering multiple ways for students to engage, learn, and be assessed (Iniesto & Bossu, 2023), and attending to students’ socio-emotional needs (Alhassan et al., 2025). Interaction and active learning are similarly championed. Classic wisdom (Chickering & Gamson, 1987) holds that frequent teacher-student and peer interaction boosts learning, and modern evidence reinforces this: small group work, problem-based learning, and dialogic teaching lead to higher-order thinking and motivation (Fink, 2022; Qu et al., 2024). Embracing diversity in content and pedagogy is another theme. Culturally responsive and student-centered approaches encourage faculty to include diverse perspectives, adapt to different learning styles, and solicit student voice (Resch & Hajdu, 2023).
These pedagogical trends imply a deeper theoretical shift. Instruction is moving along a behaviorist–constructivist-connectivist continuum. Ertmer and Newby (2013) note that traditional behaviorist models focus on controlling inputs and eliciting predefined outputs, whereas constructivist models treat learners as active meaning-makers; instruction thus shifts “from the passive transfer of facts and routines to the active application of ideas to problems”. More recently, connectivism has extended this evolution by framing learning as a process of connecting specialized nodes or information sources within a digital ecosystem (Siemens, 2005). In practice, this means a shift from teacher-led, lecture-based methods toward student-centered, exploratory, and networked methods. It also entails rethinking roles: instructors become facilitators, cultural brokers, network curators, and mentors rather than just content experts. This paradigm change is supported by contemporary educational theory (Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, Dewey’s experiential learning, and Siemens’ connectivism), which emphasizes collaboration, reflection, technological fluency, and relevance (Flavell et al., 2015; Brooks & Brooks, 2016). The literature on inclusive pedagogy explicitly aligns with these  principles: for example, Alhassan et al. (2025) ground their framework in sociocultural theory, highlighting that effective inclusive instruction requires embedding learning in students’ cultural contexts and providing both emotional and instructional support. 
The shifts above raise a crucial question: How do faculty members make instructional choices under these conditions? Research on teacher cognition and decision-making offers insights. Faculty decisions are influenced by a complex interplay of beliefs, knowledge, and context. For instance, Lindblom-Ylänne et al. (2006) found that an instructor’s broader conception of teaching (e.g. seeing teaching as facilitating learning) strongly affects the methods they choose. In particular, “student-centered” teachers are more likely to attend to contextual factors – such as student diversity – and adapt methods accordingly[4]. Conversely, teachers in rigid or resource-poor environments may revert to didactic lecturing (Lindblom-Ylänne, 2006). Organizational culture and discipline norms also shape choices. As one study notes, “the culture of the workplace influences a teacher’s way of thinking about learning as well as the teaching behaviour”. Thus, an engineering faculty culture might favor problem-solving lectures, while an arts department might value discussion.
Scholars have identified specific factors that faculty consider in choosing methods. Commonly cited factors include: learning objectives (ensuring alignment between goals and activities), student characteristics (prior knowledge, motivation, diversity needs), content complexity (some topics lend themselves to demonstration or hands-on work), and available resources (classroom layout, technology, time) (Bain, 2012; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2013). Institutional factors – such as required curricular standards, class size, and workload – also constrain decisions (Mayes et al., 2020). In technology-rich contexts, models like TPACK (Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge) emphasize that instructors weigh content, pedagogy, and technology knowledge simultaneously (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). For example, a faculty member might choose a software tool only if it fits pedagogically (e.g. offers interactivity) and aligns with content goals. Research suggests that more experienced or reflective teachers engage in “active decision-making” by drawing on theory and evidence, whereas less experienced teachers rely on tradition or convenience (Pratt et al., 2001). However, even experts face uncertainty: many report that practical constraints or habit often override ideal pedagogical plans (Galley et al., 2010).
Practicing Interaction, Inclusion, and Diversity
Empirical studies have begun to document how instructors translate these ideals into practice – and what challenges arise. Several studies illustrate “best practices” for inclusion and interaction. For example, Riedel et al. (2023) systematically reviewed 31 studies in higher-ed marketing classrooms and identified effective strategies: leveraging educational technology to support diverse learners, designing curricula that reflect a pluralistic society, embedding projects on diversity and inclusion in coursework, and using extracurricular activities to deepen inclusivity skills. In another domain, Qu et al. (2024) reported that applying UDL principles in group projects (offering choices of roles and multiple means of expression) led to more equitable participation and skill development. Alhassan et al. (2025) found that minority students’ perceptions of inclusion are strongly linked to teachers’ emotional support (warmth, validation) as well as instructional support (scaffolding, clarity) in multicultural settings. Similarly, case studies of inclusive pedagogy emphasize scaffolding, peer learning, and reflective discourse as key; instructors actively solicit student feedback and adapt instruction on the fly (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).
Yet, faculty also report tensions. Inclusive, interactive approaches can be time-consuming and require training. In Altes (2024) systematic review, many HE instructors acknowledged the value of inclusion but cited lack of skills and institutional backing as barriers. In practice, instructors may espouse interactive methods but revert to lecture under pressure of covering content or meeting exam requirements (Burbules, 2022). There is also the risk of “token” inclusion – for instance, adding a multicultural example without deeper structural change – which can leave underlying inequities unaddressed. In sum, the literature suggests that while many inclusive and interactive strategies are known and valued, actual classroom practice varies widely. Some instructors are innovating with flipped classrooms, peer instruction, and culturally responsive content, while others remain at baseline compliance. This underscores the need to understand faculty perspectives: what do they see as the “ideal” instructional approach (e.g., via IDEAL Pathways context), and how do their choices align with or diverge from inclusive pedagogical principles?
[bookmark: bookmark=id.3kmk9vybi4he]IDEAL Pathways Initiative at Istanbul Medeniyet University
To contextualize our study, we briefly describe the institutional initiative motivating the research. Istanbul Medeniyet University (Turkey) has recently launched a faculty development program called IDEAL Pathways (Interactive, Diverse, Engaged, Active Learning). This program aims to transform teaching by promoting interactive, digitally supported learning environments that are sensitive to cultural diversity. According to the university, IDEAL Pathways is “centered on the principles of dialogic communication, sensitivity to cultural diversity, and a holistic approach to the student learning experience”[8]. In other words, IDEAL reflects the same priorities identified in the literature: inclusivity, interaction, and constructivist pedagogy. The program provides workshops and resources to faculty on inclusive assessment, active learning techniques, and use of educational technology. For this study, IDEAL Pathways serves as the context for exploring faculty beliefs: although IDEAL itself is not a published theoretical framework, it encapsulates many of the ideas from the literature on inclusive, student-centered education. By framing our inquiry within this initiative, we can investigate how instructors make sense of “ideal” teaching practices in light of current research and their own experiences.
[bookmark: bookmark=id.pu5xz8mbyld9]Research Gap and Theoretical Framing
Although there is ample literature on inclusive pedagogy and on instructor decision-making separately, few studies examine how faculty reconcile inclusive, interactive, and diverse teaching principles when making instructional choices. In particular, there is a gap concerning institutional innovation contexts. Therefore, our study addresses the question: How do faculty in a Turkish university context select and apply teaching methods that promote interaction, inclusion, and diversity? This fills a gap by linking macro drivers (digitalization, diversity) with micro-level decisions through a meso-level initiative.
Theoretically, we draw on constructivist and sociocultural learning theories, which see knowledge as co-constructed through social interaction. We also incorporate frameworks from teacher cognition (beliefs, self-efficacy) and curriculum decision-making (e.g. PCK/TPACK). We assume that instructors’ choices reflect an underlying epistemology (constructivist vs. transmissive) and that they continually negotiate between ideals (e.g. equity for all students) and constraints (e.g. time, policy). By analyzing faculty responses in light of the research questions, we aim to map the “ideal” decision-making pathways (hence our study’s focus on IDEAL as an acronymical motif). The outcome will shed light on how theory (inclusive/constructivist pedagogy) and practice intersect, and what supports or hinders the realization of that “ideal” in real classrooms.
[bookmark: bookmark=id.n9yueer7y880]Research Questions: To frame our inquiry, we pose: RQ1: What factors do faculty members consider when selecting instructional methods? and RQ2: How do faculty members promote (a) interaction, (b) inclusivity, and (c) diversity in their classes? These questions are grounded in the literature gaps identified above. Addressing them will contribute theoretically by illustrating how instructors integrate inclusive, interactive principles into their pedagogical reasoning, and empirically by providing evidence from a Turkish HE setting. Practically, the findings can inform faculty development: by understanding decision factors and enacted strategies, institutions can better support instructors in achieving the adaptive, student-centered teaching envisioned by IDEAL Pathways and similar initiatives.
METHODOLOGY
Participants and Data Collection
This study was conducted as part of broader research project and an initiative that aims to develop and implement a new institution-wide pedagogical strategy entitled IDEAL (Interactive, Inclusive, and Digitally Enhanced Academic Learning) Pathways at a state university, in Istanbul, Türkiye (see Uçan et al., 2025). A total of 581 academic staff working at this university participated in the study, for whom demographic distribution by academic title and faculty affiliation are presented below. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the university’s ethics committee.
Table 3. Distribution of Participants by Academic Title
	Academic Title
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Professor
	120
	20.7%

	Associate Professor
	131
	22.5%

	Assistant Professor
	179
	30.8%

	Lecturer
	54
	9.3%

	Research Assistant
	97
	16.7%

	Total
	581
	100%



Table 4. Distribution of Participants by Faculty
	Faculty
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Faculty of Dentistry
	21
	3.6%

	Faculty of Medicine
	95
	16.4%

	Faculty of Tourism
	10
	1.7%

	Faculty of Arts and Humanities
	85
	14.6%

	Faculty of Educational Sciences
	48
	8.3%

	Faculty of Law
	75
	12.9%

	Faculty of Islamic Studies
	15
	2.6%

	Faculty of Engineering and Natural Sciences
	83
	14.3%

	Faculty of Health Sciences
	52
	9%

	Faculty of Arts, Design, and Architecture
	21
	3.6%

	Faculty of Political Sciences
	58
	10%

	School of Foreign Languages
	18
	3.1%

	Total
	581
	100%


Instrumentation
An online survey was developed to explore what shapes faculty members’ choices of instructional methods and how faculty members promote interaction, inclusivity, and diversity in their classes in the given institutional context. The survey consisted of three main sections: informed consent, a demographic questionnaire and three semi-structured open-ended questions. The survey was developed following the electronic survey design criteria defined by Andrews et al. (2003), to enhance clarity, accessibility, and response reliability. The survey items were reviewed by three expert educational researchers to establish content validity and ensure clarity. Data analyzed in the present study drawn from a broader dataset and are limited to addressing the following research questions: (RQ1) What factors do faculty members consider when selecting instructional methods? and (RQ2) How do faculty members promote interaction, inclusivity, and diversity in their classes?
Reliability Analysis
[bookmark: bookmark=id.cpx9fwclpk32]In addition to intensive discussions and an effort to build consensus about inter-coded data, to statistically assess the inter-coder reliability, Cohen’s kappa coefficients were calculated for the identified codes (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). All the statistical analyses were conducted using the irr package in R software version 4.2.2 (Gamer et al., 2019). The coefficients ranged from 0.67 to 0.98 for RQ1, as shown in Table 5 and ranged from 0.61 to 1 for RQ2, as shown in Table 6, indicating high inter-coder reliability for both questions.
Data Analysis
The thematic analysis method was employed to identify emergent patterns in the given dataset. Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 87) six stages were followed while conducting thematic analysis, which are as follows: “familiarizing yourself with your data”, “generating initial codes”, “searching for themes”, “reviewing themes”, “defining and naming themes”, and “producing the report”. This approach allowed for systematic organization, interpretation, and synthesis of participants’ open-ended responses. Two researchers coded the whole dataset independently and Cohen’s kappa were calculated for each code. Cohen’s kappa values were found below .6 for six codes, which led to collaborative discussion and consensus-building among research team to ensure the accuracy and conceptual coherence of the codes. The initial codeset for the RQ1 included 18 codes, which were then reduced to ten. For the RQ2, initial coding yielded nine codes, and this codeset was kept intact in the later stages. Reviewing the codes, four themes were identified for the RQ1, and three were identified for the RQ2. 
As shown in Table 5, Kohen’s kappa values indicates a high level of coding consistency between the two coders for the RQ1. This was the case for RQ2 as well, as seen in Table 6, however, computed statistics showed that intercoder reliability for RQ1 is higher than that of RQ2. Overall, these coefficients suggest that the qualitative data were analyzed rigorously and reliably. Following the coding and re-coding phase that carried out cyclically, the identified codes were further examined to explore themes around which they are emerging. This interpretive stage was conducted through comprehensive group discussion among research team to ensure conceptual precision and analytical depth. Nineteen identified codes, description of codes, and sample sentence for each code, together with a total of seven emerged themes are presented in the following section.
FINDINGS
The present study examined the pedagogical decision-making processes of faculty members at Istanbul Medeniyet University within the context of the institution’s ongoing educational transformation under the IDEAL Pathways framework. Guided by two overarching research questions—(RQ1) What factors do faculty members consider when selecting instructional methods? and (RQ2) How do faculty members promote interaction, inclusivity, and diversity in their classes?—qualitative data from 581 participants were analyzed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach.
The analysis yielded two principal sets of findings. The first addressed the underlying factors influencing pedagogical choice, revealing how educators navigate between learner characteristics, disciplinary demands, and institutional realities. The second illuminated the strategies employed to promote interaction, inclusivity, and diversity, capturing the concrete practices educators use to translate inclusive and student-centered pedagogical principles into classroom action.
Across all responses, faculty members demonstrated reflective awareness of the complexity inherent in teaching in higher education, particularly within a reform-driven institutional culture. Their narratives underscored the need to balance ideal pedagogical intentions with contextual constraints, aligning with recent literature on the multidimensional nature of pedagogical choice (Bremner et al., 2022; Burridge, 2018; Major & Palmer, 2006).
Factors Influencing Pedagogical Choice
Analysis of responses to the first research question revealed four overarching themes shaping pedagogical choices: (1) Student-Centric Adaptation, (2) Subject Matter and Disciplinary Demands, (3) Resource and Environmental Constraints, and (4) Pedagogical Intent and Effectiveness. These themes collectively illustrate the multilayered and context-sensitive nature of decision-making in instructional design.
Theme 1: Student-Centric Adaptation
The most salient theme across responses was educators’ focus on students as the primary determinant of method selection. Faculty emphasized understanding student readiness, prior knowledge, learning preferences, and motivational factors. They sought to design lessons that would “prevent students from disconnecting from the lesson,” “attract attention through visuals,” and “apply personalized teaching tailored to cognitive and affective needs.”
This finding underscores an adaptive orientation toward instruction that parallels the constructivist paradigm, in which learners are active participants in knowledge construction (Ertmer & Newby, 2013; Zajda, 2021). Faculty viewed adaptability as essential to fostering engagement and comprehension:
“I try to proceed from the fact that every student has a different learning style.”
“I strive to apply a personalized education. Although this tires me, I achieve the desired efficiency from students by the end of the semester.”
Educators demonstrated strong commitment to aligning instruction with learners’ characteristics, echoing the learner-centeredness central to IDEAL Pathways.
Theme 2: Subject Matter and Disciplinary Demands
The second major theme involved the influence of disciplinary structure and course content on method selection. Faculty consistently reported that “course content,” “subject characteristics,” and “disciplinary nature” shaped their pedagogical choices.
For example, educators from applied sciences emphasized the importance of practice-oriented methods:
“Since I am in clinical sciences, practical applications are very important.”
In contrast, those in humanities disciplines favored discussion and debate:
“In a language course, narration is essential, but in a philosophy course, discussion takes precedence.”
This disciplinary divergence resonates with earlier findings that educators from “hard” fields tend to employ more structured and teacher-centered methods, while “soft” fields adopt discussion-based and reflective strategies (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2006).
Faculty also aligned their approaches with programmatic goals, indicating awareness of curricular coherence and institutional expectations.
Theme 3: Resource and Environmental Constraints
The third theme highlighted the pragmatic limitations imposed by institutional and environmental factors such as class size, technology access, and workload. Many educators acknowledged that while they valued interactive methods, large classes and limited infrastructure constrained their ability to implement them effectively:
“It is very difficult to apply different teaching methods in crowded classes.”
“I select methods considering class size and available physical and digital facilities.”
Time constraints and workload also emerged as barriers:
“The course scope and my semester workload determine what I can realistically do.”
This theme illustrates the tension between pedagogical ideals and institutional realities—an ongoing challenge documented in prior research on higher education reform (Spillane & Burch, 2006).
Theme 4: Pedagogical Intent and Effectiveness
Finally, educators’ intrinsic goals for teaching—what they sought to achieve cognitively and affectively—played a crucial role in shaping method selection. Respondents described striving for “effective and efficient learning environments,” ensuring “permanent learning,” and promoting “critical, analytical, and reflective thinking.”
Representative statements include:
“I aim for lessons that are interactive, questioning, and provoke critical thinking.”
“I emphasize activities that bring students to the best learning level according to the learning pyramid.”
This theme encapsulates faculty members’ commitment to instructional effectiveness as both a moral and professional imperative, consistent with the IDEAL Pathways principles of interactive and integrated learning.
Promoting Interaction, Inclusivity, and Diversity
The second research question explored how faculty members enact the IDEAL Pathways principles of interaction, inclusivity, and diversity in their instructional practices. The thematic analysis identified distinct yet interconnected strategies within each domain.
1. Promoting Interaction
Four interrelated themes emerged: (1) Fostering Dialogue and Active Questioning, (2) Collaborative and Experiential Learning, (3) Relevant and Varied Content, and (4) Structured Facilitation and Continuous Feedback.
Faculty members consistently emphasized dialogic and participatory teaching as core to effective learning. Many described using the Socratic method, open discussion, and problem-based learning to encourage students to articulate ideas and question assumptions:
“I frequently give students the floor using the Socratic method.”
“By creating a discussion environment, I ensure student-centered teaching.”
They also valued experiential and collaborative methods—group projects, case studies, and real-world applications—reflecting a move toward constructivist and cooperative learning frameworks (Woo & Reeves, 2007; Chickering & Gamson, 1987).
“I frequently assign group work and expect them to produce solutions collaboratively.”
“I encourage field-based projects instead of exams.”
Interactive learning was further supported by the use of varied and relevant content, such as contemporary examples and multimedia materials, which increased engagement and authenticity.
“We conduct case studies based on current events and students’ own experiences.”
2. Promoting Inclusivity
Inclusivity-related responses revealed three dominant strategies: (1) Creating Safe and Respectful Spaces, (2) Adaptive and Personalized Instruction, and (3) Equitable Participation and Voice.
Educators described fostering psychologically safe classrooms where students could express themselves without fear of judgment:
“I listen to all opinions carefully and provide constructive feedback without judging.”
Faculty also implemented adaptive approaches—making course materials accessible, offering alternative formats, and recognizing varied learning abilities (Florian, 2010; Meyer et al., 2014):
“I prepare slides suitable for students with visual impairments and use captioned videos.”
Equity in participation was achieved through deliberate facilitation techniques, ensuring that quieter students and those from diverse backgrounds were equally heard.
“I call on students randomly to ensure everyone’s voice is included.”
3. Promoting Diversity
The final category involved the incorporation of diverse perspectives into both content and pedagogy. Three themes emerged: (1) Integrating Diverse Content and Perspectives, (2) Valuing Students’ Backgrounds, and (3) Employing Varied Pedagogical Approaches.
Faculty incorporated multicultural and interdisciplinary content, often using real-world issues to highlight multiple viewpoints:
“We discuss global and national cases to expose students to different perspectives.”
They also valued the cultural and experiential diversity within their classrooms, viewing it as a resource for enriched learning:
“I encourage students from different cultural backgrounds to share their experiences.”
Finally, instructors applied diverse instructional techniques—ranging from visual and auditory materials to gamification and case-based tasks—to accommodate multiple intelligences and learning preferences (Tomlinson, 2014).
The findings depict a dynamic ecosystem of pedagogical reasoning shaped by an interplay of learner-centered values, disciplinary realities, and institutional conditions. Faculty members at Istanbul Medeniyet University demonstrate commitment to aligning their teaching with IDEAL Pathways’ principles of inclusivity, dialogue, and digital engagement, yet their practices are mediated by practical constraints such as class size and resource availability.
The findings suggest that pedagogical decision-making is both rational and reflective—anchored in a balance between epistemological beliefs about how learning occurs and the contextual realities of the Turkish higher education system. These patterns corroborate Burridge’s (2018) assertion that “teacher pedagogical choice” is a process negotiated between individual agency and institutional structure.
Notably, the prevalence of student-centered adaptation and constructivist engagement signals an institutional shift toward contemporary pedagogies that position the learner as co-constructor of knowledge (Bremner et al., 2022; Vygotsky, 1962). Faculty practices promoting interaction, inclusivity, and diversity collectively reveal a growing culture of dialogic, equitable, and participatory teaching—key tenets for achieving the IDEAL Pathways vision of interactive, inclusive, and digitally enhanced academic learning.
DISCUSSION
This study explored how faculty members at Istanbul Medeniyet University, Türkiye, navigate instructional decision-making amid shifting institutional and global pressures in higher education. Grounded in constructivist and sociocultural theories, the analysis investigated how instructors conceptualize and enact interaction, inclusivity, and diversity within their pedagogical reasoning. These themes were examined in light of the IDEAL Pathways initiative—a university-level model encouraging interactive, diverse, and active learning—as a meso-level analytical lens linking institutional innovation with personal pedagogical practice.
The discussion interprets these findings through three interconnected layers: (a) contextual negotiation in decision-making (micro–meso–macro interplay), (b) institutional mediation through IDEAL Pathways, and (c) emerging constructivist orientations shaping inclusive and interactive pedagogy. By synthesizing these dimensions, this section also situates the study’s contributions to the theoretical and empirical gaps identified earlier—namely, the limited integration of inclusivity, interaction, and diversity within research on faculty pedagogical decision-making in reform-oriented higher education settings.
Interconnectedness of Pedagogical Decision-Making Factors
The findings confirm that pedagogical decision-making is not a linear or isolated process but rather a complex negotiation among student-centered ideals, disciplinary requirements, and institutional constraints. This interdependence mirrors the micro–meso–macro framework proposed in the literature, which conceptualizes teaching decisions as situated within nested systems of influence (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Spillane & Burch, 2006). Faculty narratives revealed that their choices were simultaneously shaped by student diversity and engagement needs (micro), departmental and disciplinary norms (meso), and workload, infrastructure, and policy expectations (macro).
Such multilayered reasoning substantiates the sociocultural perspective that cognition and practice are mediated by social, institutional, and cultural tools (Vygotsky, 1962; Daniels, 2016). Instructors did not simply select methods based on preference but engaged in what Schön (1983) termed reflective practice—an ongoing, adaptive reasoning process balancing ideals with context. For example, participants described revising lesson plans to foster peer collaboration despite rigid curricular demands or limited technological affordances. This illustrates what Lunn Brownlee et al. (2017) call epistemic reflexivity: an awareness of how beliefs about knowledge and learning influence decisions about instruction.
Importantly, this pattern also supports earlier empirical findings that teaching approaches are deeply affected by contextual constraints and disciplinary culture (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2006; Mayes et al., 2020). In applied disciplines (e.g., education, engineering), faculty gravitated toward participatory and problem-based learning, whereas theoretical disciplines retained lecture-based delivery but infused interactive discussions or reflective tasks. Thus, the study’s results extend existing scholarship by highlighting that faculty in a digitally and demographically evolving university environment view pedagogical decision-making as situated reasoning, not as a universal application of methods.
IDEAL Pathways as an Institutional Mediator
The IDEAL Pathways initiative emerged as a central mediating mechanism connecting theoretical ideals of inclusivity, interaction, and diversity with classroom-level practice. While IDEAL was not a theoretical framework per se, it functioned analytically as a meso-level construct shaping the sociocultural mediation between individual agency and institutional structures (Daniels, 2016). Participants consistently referenced IDEAL-related principles—dialogic engagement, diversity sensitivity, and digital innovation—as guiding their professional reflection.
From a sociocultural standpoint, such initiatives operate as cultural tools that legitimize and institutionalize constructivist pedagogy (Vygotsky, 1978). Instructors articulated that IDEAL offered “permission” to experiment with interactive and inclusive methods, aligning their personal teaching philosophy with institutional values. This mirrors evidence from other reform-oriented HE contexts, where institutional frameworks act as enablers of pedagogical transformation (Bain, 2012; Zhao, 2024). However, the findings also reveal the dual nature of such mediation: while IDEAL encouraged innovation, instructors still faced systemic barriers such as high teaching loads, limited digital infrastructure, and evaluation systems prioritizing research over teaching.
Thus, IDEAL Pathways can be interpreted as both a catalyst and constraint—a scaffold fostering reflection and inclusivity, but one that depends on broader organizational alignment to be sustainable. This insight advances the theoretical understanding of meso-level agency: faculty agency is not purely individual but co-constructed through institutional programs, collegial culture, and pedagogical discourse (Priestley et al., 2015). By conceptualizing IDEAL in this way, the discussion connects the macro pressures of reform and micro-level decision-making through a constructivist–sociocultural bridge, addressing the gap noted in the literature regarding institutional mediation of inclusive pedagogical change.
Constructivist Orientations in Faculty Pedagogy
A salient finding of this study is the pervasive constructivist orientation in faculty members’ pedagogical reasoning. Instructors emphasized learner autonomy, interaction, and knowledge co-construction—principles that align with both constructivist and inclusive paradigms of teaching (Fosnot, 2013; Ertmer & Newby, 2013). Many described their role as facilitators of learning rather than transmitters of content, using reflective discussions, digital tools, and collaborative tasks to encourage engagement.
These findings substantiate the theoretical claim that pedagogical transformation requires a paradigmatic shift from behaviorist to constructivist epistemologies (Brooks & Brooks, 2016). Faculty agency here reflects internalization—the process through which individuals appropriate institutional and theoretical tools into personal practice (Vygotsky, 1978). Instructors who had participated in IDEAL activities displayed heightened reflexivity and a stronger alignment between beliefs and practice, demonstrating how institutional programs can accelerate this internalization process.
However, constructivist orientation was not uniform. Some participants expressed ambivalence about balancing inclusivity with content coverage, revealing enduring tensions between idealistic pedagogical commitments and pragmatic institutional realities. This echoes the literature on teacher cognition, which notes that beliefs often evolve faster than the surrounding teaching environment (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2017; Alhassan et al., 2025). Nevertheless, the presence of such reflection is itself evidence of pedagogical transformation: faculty are consciously negotiating the contradictions between theory and practice, a hallmark of mature epistemic awareness (Kane, 2022).
From a theoretical perspective, this supports the argument that constructivism functions not only as a learning theory but as a framework for professional growth. The reflective decision-making observed aligns with Schön’s (1983) model of professional artistry, where practitioners continually reinterpret experiences to improve practice. In sum, the constructivist tendencies in faculty pedagogy highlight that inclusive and interactive practices are not isolated techniques but manifestations of deeper cognitive and epistemological development within the academic profession.
Synthesis and Theoretical Contributions
Synthesizing across these themes, the discussion reveals that faculty pedagogical reasoning in this context can be conceptualized as a constructivist–sociocultural ecology of practice, comprising three interacting dimensions:
Micro level (Individual Agency): Faculty beliefs, self-efficacy, and reflexivity drive adaptive decision-making.
Meso level (Institutional Mediation): IDEAL Pathways and departmental cultures shape, support, and sometimes constrain innovation.
Macro level (Systemic Context): National higher education reforms, digital transformation, and inclusivity policies create overarching pressures that define possibilities and boundaries.
This tripartite model addresses the research gap identified earlier—specifically, the lack of integrative analyses connecting faculty decision-making with inclusive pedagogical transformations under institutional reform. By grounding this in sociocultural and constructivist theory, the study demonstrates how institutional structures and personal cognition jointly constitute pedagogical reasoning. The IDEAL initiative serves as the analytical hinge enabling this integration: a case of institutional intentionality mediating the translation of abstract educational ideals into lived teaching practice.
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The study contributes to the theoretical understanding of faculty pedagogical reasoning by situating it within an integrated constructivist–sociocultural–cognitive framework. It confirms that instructional decision-making in higher education is a socially mediated process rather than an individual act. Faculty choices are shaped through interaction between personal epistemic beliefs, institutional affordances, and systemic conditions—a pattern consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of mediated action and Priestley et al.’s (2015) framework of teacher agency.
By introducing IDEAL Pathways as an analytical construct, the study offers a novel lens for examining meso-level mediation in pedagogical transformation. It demonstrates how institutional initiatives can act as “boundary objects” linking global educational paradigms (inclusivity, digitalization) with local pedagogical practice. The findings also expand constructivist theory by illustrating its institutional dimension—showing that constructivism can operate at the organizational level through the creation of environments that encourage reflection, diversity, and interaction.
Practically, the study identifies specific areas where universities can strengthen their support for inclusive, interactive, and diverse teaching practices:
Institutional Alignment: Initiatives like IDEAL Pathways should be integrated into broader academic development and promotion systems, ensuring that pedagogical innovation is institutionally valued and rewarded.
Professional Development: Faculty training should explicitly link theoretical foundations (constructivism, sociocultural learning) with concrete inclusive teaching strategies, promoting reflective decision-making.
Infrastructure and Resources: Universities must invest in digital and physical infrastructure that enables flexible, student-centered learning—an essential precondition for actualizing interactive pedagogies.
Feedback Loops: Mechanisms for continuous reflection and peer exchange (learning communities, teaching portfolios) should be institutionalized to sustain the iterative improvement observed among IDEAL-engaged faculty.
For higher education policymakers, these insights underline the need to design reform initiatives not as compliance mechanisms but as mediational frameworks that scaffold faculty agency and contextual adaptation. Policies that foster teacher autonomy, recognize diversity, and support constructivist innovation can help balance institutional accountability with pedagogical creativity.
The study’s qualitative design provided rich insights but is limited by its single-institution scope and self-reported data. Future research could employ mixed-method or longitudinal designs to trace how faculty decision-making evolves over time and across institutional contexts. Comparative analyses between universities implementing similar pedagogical frameworks would further clarify how meso-level mediation functions under varying policy regimes. Additionally, exploring student perspectives could offer a fuller picture of how inclusive and interactive strategies translate into learning outcomes.
In the broader higher education landscape, this study contributes to the ongoing international dialogue about pedagogical transformation in the digital and inclusive era. It highlights that faculty development cannot be reduced to skills training; it requires cultivating reflective, constructivist mindsets and institutional ecosystems that empower such mindsets to thrive. By empirically connecting theory, context, and practice, the study underscores that inclusive, interactive, and diversity-responsive pedagogy emerges not from top-down mandates but from the dialogic interplay between institutional vision and individual interpretation.
In this sense, IDEAL Pathways is emblematic of the kind of integrative frameworks higher education needs: initiatives that recognize teaching as both intellectual and relational labor, grounded in reflection, co-construction, and responsiveness to diversity. The study thus offers a conceptual and practical model for bridging the persistent gap between educational ideals and real-world instructional decision-making.
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Appendix-1: Inclusivity Questionnaire
This study was conducted as part of broader research project and an initiative that aims to develop and implement a new institution-wide pedagogical strategy entitled IDEAL (Interactive, Inclusive, and Digitally Enhanced Academic Learning) Pathways at a state university, in Istanbul, Türkiye (see Uçan et al., 2025). A total of 581 academic staff working at this university participated in the study, for whom demographic distribution by academic title and faculty affiliation are presented below. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the university’s ethics committee.
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