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ABSTRACT: The need to support the quality of academic teaching is clearly 
recognised at international level. In particular, assessing and promoting the 

pedagogic competences of the university teachers appears a priority task, albeit 
complex, aimed to improve teaching and to increase learning outcomes. The 

recent COVID-19 pandemic, which suddenly forced teachers to introduce hybrid 
models and practices in their teaching, accelerated the process of raising 

awareness about the need for high quality professional development and for an 
advancement in the field of Digital Scholarship. The University of Bari has 

started, on the basis of the needs analysis emerging from the PRODID research 

project, the structuring of pilot training paths for the professional development 
of university teachers in UNIBA Teaching Learning Laboratory (TLL). The 

curricular model is based on adult learning and methodologies for professional 
learning, in particular the so-called ‘artefacts’. The training model for the 

university teacher requires a research posture of co-construction and ample 
space dedicated to the epistemological dialectic between disciplinary teacher 

and didactic.  

 

KEYWORDS: Faculty Development, Teaching Learning Center, Higher 

Education, Curricular model, Digital Scholarship. 

 

 

 

1. International policies in Higher Education for Faculty Development 

 

The issue of Faculty Development (FD) gained a renewed attention both 

at institutional and theoretical level (Felisatti, Serbati, 2017; Felisatti, 

Clerici, 2020; Lotti, Lampugnani, 2020; Perla, Vinci, 2021a, 2021b). As 

argued by O’Sullivan and Irby (2011) FD «is one mechanism for 

improving the instructional competencies of teachers and the 

institutional policies required to promote academic excellence» (421): 
 

The traditional, linear model of faculty development research assumes 

a causal chain of events, starting with a faculty development program, 

continuing through changes in actions of individual faculty participants 

to changes in the actions of learners, and culminating in changes to 

patient care. […] The new model for faculty development research 
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suggests that faculty development is embedded in two communities of 

practice (the faculty development community and the workplace 

community) and, to bring about desired change, requires the interaction 

of four primary components (facilitator, participants, context, and 

program) with their associated processes (mentoring and coaching; 

relationships and networks; organizations, systems, and cultures; and 

tasks and activities) – all in the workplace (O’Sullivan, Irby, 2011, 422, 

424). 

 

Sorcinelli (2007) identified a constellation of issues that coalesced around 

three primary challenges and forces of change: the changing 

professoriate (facing a growing array of changing roles and 

responsibilities that will require them to engage in ongoing professional 

growth: expanding faculty roles, finding balance, needs of new faculty), 

the changing nature of the student body (increasing multiculturalism and 

diversity, the challenges of the underprepared student), the changing 

nature of teaching, learning, and scholarship (emphasizing learner-

centered teaching, integrating technology into teaching and learning, 

emphasizing assessment of student learning outcomes, expanding 

definitions of scholarship, building interdisciplinary collaborations).  

FD activities can move along two dimensions: from individual 

(independent) experiences to group (collective) learning, and from 

informal approaches to more formal ones (Steinert, 2010). 

 
FIG. 1. Faculty Development Approach 

 
 

Source: Steinert, 2010 (adapted) 

 

As Steinert (2014) pointed out, includes both formal and informal 

activities that address the multiple roles and responsibilities of faculty 

members in a variety of settings; has a role in sustaining professionals as 

teachers, educators, leaders and managers, researchers and scholars; it 

can help to enhance academic and career development; it can promote 

change at the individual and organizational level; can help to support 
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curricular change; it can also support the accreditation and certification 

of teachers and educators. 
 

faculty members can develop expertise through experience, 

observation, and reflection; they can also improve their skills as 

teachers and educators through peer coaching, learner feedback, online 

learning, and workplace learning, often by being a member of a 

community of practice. Thus, faculty development programs can differ 

in format (e.g. from one-time workshops to longitudinal programs) and 

purpose (e.g. from focusing on teaching beliefs and skills to educational 

leader- ship and scholarship), in both individual and group settings, 

using a variety of educational strategies. Mentors can also help faculty 

members enhance their teaching effectiveness (Steinert 2016, 770). 

 

Each higher education institution should develop adequate strategies to 

enhance teaching and to improve the quality of learning promoting 

pedagogical innovation, including the use of digital technologies. 

The professional development of university teachers has long been a 

policy priority of Higher Education on a global scale, and a strategic driver 

for the improvement of student learning (Felisatti, 2016; Saroyan, 

Amundsen, 2004). Indeed, Universities are called to respond to new 

challenges, including: the heterogeneity of students and the need to 

promote their ‘hard’ as well as ‘soft’ skills; the reorganization of courses 

to ensure greater coherence with the emerging professions; the 

rethinking of teaching. 

The reform inspired by the Bologna process has led to institutional 

changes in the way of organizing teaching: 

− to harmonise higher education systems in the European area in 

order to achieve a common understanding not so much of curricula 

as of course structures;  

− to promote the development of teaching skills and develop 

monitoring and evaluation strategies (ENQA, 2015) to ensure that 

adequate levels of teaching quality and student service are 

achieved. 

As early as 2013, the European Commission recommended that 

European universities ‘care for’ the pedagogical training of teachers 

along the lines determined by ENQA (2007). The intent is to recognize and 

certify the pedagogical competences of academics in designing, 

delivering and assessing learning (Biggs, Tang 2007; Felisatti, Serbati, 

2017; Perla, Vinci 2018, 2018b, 2021b; Perla, 2018; Vinci, 2020). Two issues 

are highlighted in the report Modernisation of Higher Education in 

Europe: Academic Staff (EC 2017). The first concerns the lack of initiatives 

aimed at the lifelong professional development of professors (which, if 

present, remain isolated and episodic). The second regards the lack of 

activities targeted at PhDs and young researchers. 

In recent decades, Teaching and Learning Centers have been built at 

international level and they provide validation and valorization of 
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academics’ competences developed through training (Felisatti, Serbati, 

2017).  

The need for research processes and innovation in teaching methods 

has become even more pressing with the 2020 pandemic emergency. In 

that circumstance, all universities were forced to improvise and hybridize 

teaching with digital tools. The traditional scholarship of teaching and 

learning of the Italian university has thus been transformed into a field of 

experimentation of practices (Perla et al. 2021). 

As Perla, Scarinci and Amati (2020) point out, the pandemic has placed 

teachers in front of the need to redesign their teaching action, considering 

technologies no longer simple tools for the transmission of knowledge: 

teaching is redefined as a mediated action with a high potential for 

hybridization.  

University teaching occurs across a range of complex competences 

and tailored strategies to be accomplished throughout the experience. It 

can only be promoted and enhanced (rather than evaluated) through 

reflective and transformative training practices that engage professors by 

means of participatory, multi-level, multi-stakeholder survey methods – 

such as questionnaires, focus groups, interviews, site-visits, syllabi 

analysis, analysis of trainer and/or supervisor notes, students evaluation 

of teaching, monitoring of learning outcomes achievement, logbooks – 

as well as qualitative-quantitative and mixed-methods research 

approaches (Stes et al., 2010).  

These tools can account for the plurality and complexity of the effects 

of education. 

 

 

2. Italian experiences for innovation in Higher Education  

 

The Italian higher education system has appeared, for many years, 

reluctant and unable to develop effective policies for change, within a 

highly centralised system, in which the opportunities for training and 

professional development of staff have been for decades nil or, mostly, 

characterised by ‘fragmented’ approaches: disconnected from the 

organisation’s objectives, perceived as a ‘luxury’ or as an unnecessary 

cost (also because, as already mentioned, not subject to evaluation), 

localised at departmental level and not at system level, based on content-

based, strictly disciplinary training paths. These approaches should leave 

place, instead, to ‘formalised’ ones – systemic, integral parts of career 

development, linked to human resources needs and individual self-

assessment needs, more focused on skills, carried out by trainers with a 

specific expertise – and ‘focused’, in which training and professional 

development are considered permanent, adaptive processes, essential 

for the survival of the organisation, linked to organisational strategies 

and individual goals, based on on-the-job training and entrusted to 

managerial responsibility (Brown, Sommerlad, 1992; Harrison, 2009). 

Recalling McCaffery’s (2019) reflections, university vocational training 
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should respond to the acronym ‘Career Learning’ (pp. 265-266), i.e. be, 

literally, Comprehensive, Anticipatory, Research-based, Exemplary, 

Embedded, Reflective and have curricular design criteria such as Linked 

and interconnected, Empowering and transformative, Adaptable and 

dynamic, Reflective and improvement-oriented, Non-hierarchical, 

Interactive, Network and group-based, Generative and knowledge-

creating.  

Several delays are confirmed on this regard for the Italian case 

(Luzzatto, Turri, 2016): the rate of graduates remains the lowest in Europe; 

the number of dropouts is among the highest; unemployment among 

graduates reaches 25%, thus showing a mismatch between market offer 

and demand.  

After the phase of reorganization of the educational paths and the one 

related to the introduction of evaluation strategies for quality assurance 

(ANVUR), the Italian path to the Bologna process now requires promoting 

teaching and learning practice. 

In the absence of a national university policy, many Italian universities 

– also driven by Faculty Development actions carried out at the 

international level (Sorcinelli et al. 2006; Viteritti et al., 2020) – have been 

experimenting for less than a decade from-below training programs (for 

new faculty or those already in service) aimed at improving the quality of 

university teaching. These experiences are emerging in individual 

universities (Lotti, Lampugnani, 2020; Perla, Vinci, 2021b) and they still 

lack visibility, recognition and national coordination. Moreover, there is a 

lack of models for assessing the outcomes of training – as intended from 

the perspective of assessment and feedback for learning (Grion et al., 

2017) – capable of monitoring the impacts of faculty development 

initiatives and enhancing the plurality of training experiences, which run 

the risk of fragmentation and compartmentalization. 

Only very recently, also in Italy, has the importance of supporting 

teaching professionalism and the development of innovative teaching 

methodologies assumed a central role at a regulatory level – see AVA 

Guidelines 2017, Guida alla scrittura degli ordinamenti didattici a.a. 

2018/19; CUN, Ministerial Decree no. 06 of 07/01/2019 Autovalutazione, 

valutazione, accreditamento iniziale and periodico delle sedi and dei corsi 
di studio; the Guidelines drawn up by the QUARC_docente group1, which 

emphasise the valorisation of the relationship between teaching and 

research and identify a path that starts from the identification of criteria 

for ‘good teaching’2 – and in research: pioneering, in this direction, is the 

 
1 Established in 2015, the ANVUR Working Group on the qualification and recognition 

of teaching skills in the university system, called QUARC_docente (Qualification and 

Recognition of the Teaching Skills of Teachers in the University System), has drawn up 

a number of strategic guidelines for enhancing teaching professionalism and improving 

the quality of teaching and learning processes. 
2 The characteristics of didactics enunciated by the QUARC_doctor guidelines are: the 

centrality of the student; didactic innovation and learning methodologies; ICT; 
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PRODID project, born on the initiative of Ettore Felisatti at the University 

of Padua (Felisatti, Serbati, 2015) and subsequently implemented by the 

network of Italian universities (Bari, Camerino, Catania, Florence, Foggia, 

Genoa, Turin) constituting the Italian Association for the promotion and 

development of didactics, learning and teaching in universities (initiatives 

shared on the occasion of the conference held in Bari on 28 June 2017 – 

ASDUNI Network, 2017 – and of the conference Faculty development and 

enhancement of the teaching skills of university teachers held in Genoa 

on 23-24 May 2019).  

 

 

3. Uniba case-study: a curriculum model in higher education 

 

The University of Bari has started, on the basis of the needs analysis 

emerging from the PRODID research project (Perla, Vinci, 2018a, 2018b), 

the structuring of pilot training paths – personalized according to different 

target groups (see Tab. 1) – for the professional development of 

university teachers in UNIBA Teaching Learning Laboratory (TLL)3, 

located at the Department of Education Sciences, Psychology, 

Communication.  
 

 

TAB. 1. Structure of the training activities of the first edition of F 
Target group 

New recruits, CSD coordinators, heads of teaching units, accreditation group, department 

directors, first-year teachers. 167 people, of which 47 Researchers; 108 1st or 2nd level teachers 

newly recruited through transfer or qualification; 12 Coordinators of the Schools undergoing 

an ANVUR accreditation visit. 

Training modules 

Disciplinary  

syllabi 

and constructive 

alignment  

(teaching 

methods and 

evaluation 

practices with 

the learning 

objectives and 

learning 

outcomes as 

expected) 

Didactic  

mediation 

(Knowledge 

bases, skills and 

tools for the 

implementation 

of learner-

centred teaching 

interventions for 

small and large 

groups) 

Effective  

communication 

and  

public speaking 

(basic 

knowledge and 

skills for 

effective content 

communication 

aimed at student 

participation/inv

olvement) 

Design and  

assessment 

(knowledge 

bases, skills and 

tools for a 

‘competence-

based’ approach 

to the discipline) 

Interdisciplinary 

knowledge 

(shared 

reflection on the 

pedagogical and 

technological 

components of 

disciplinary 

knowledge 

content. 

Inter/transdiscipl

inary 

connection) 

 

TLL is a multidisciplinary center primarily utilizes pedagogical knowledge 

but it also integrates different disciplines to create a broad understanding 

of teaching-learning processes and their dimensions: the content 

pedagogical knowledge, the sources that generate it, the methods of its 

transmission (Shulman, 1987).  

 
monitoring and evaluation of learning; internationalisation; lifelong/lifewide learning 

and employability.  
3 UNIBA TLL is member of ASDUNI (https://asduni.it). 
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The first broader course in university pedagogy was developed in 

2018; this was a one-year course targeted for university teachers, which 

concentrated on Syllabus design, university teaching and on assessing 

students’ learning outcomes. 

The main practices of this TLL Centre are: 

1. to coordinate and organize courses on university pedagogy for 

teachers, researchers and doctoral students within all discipline at 

the University of Bari, 

2. to carry out research on faculty development programs for the 

quality enhancement of teaching and learning and University’s 

strategic development, above all, disciplinary didactic research in 

which devices, toolkits and joint co-designs with the area of 

pedagogical disciplines can be tried out; 

3. to coordinate the research and the use of digital tools for enhancing 

teaching and learning at the university 

4. to improve teachers’ skills and understand the factors of high-

quality teaching through assessing the outcomes and impacts of 

academic development. 

The curricular model of TLL is based on the recursiveness between theory 

and practice and on the representation of the teacher’s knowledge as 

‘professional’, practical (Damiano, 2013): it is necessary to understand 

how this ‘sophisticated’ knowledge (Perla et al., 2019) is actually carried 

out in concrete reality, analyzing the variables, the processes that take 

place, the procedures, the techniques used.  

The model underlying these activities – already tested by the Faculty 

of Engineering (LTH) of Lund University in Sweden – considers 

pedagogical competence in teaching (Tågerud, 2010, 61) as a spiral 

process (according to the model inspired by Kolb’s Learning Cycle: Kolb, 

1984) in which theoretical knowledge (Theory: knowledge of teaching and 

learning), pedagogical practice (Student learning-Teaching) and teaching 

skills (Teaching skills: planning of teaching; observation of teaching and 

learning) interact. TLL includes interdisciplinary teams (Newell, 1994) 

composed of teachers from different epistemological perspectives who 

can cooperate in course design and peer learning practices (Perla, Vinci 

2021b).  

The Uniba curricular model has several cascading target levels:  

− at an institutional level (macro), the University Quality Presidium;  

− at the level of training for trainers (meso), the departmental 

managers;  

− at the level of groups of teachers (micro), the communities of 

practice constituted from below.  

The three main axes of the model concern: 

− active learning and alignment between design and evaluation; 

− hybrid mediation; 

− co-costruction and epistemological dialectics. 
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FIG. 2. UNIBA curricular model 

 
 

The model also provides: 

− evaluation actions, such as monitoring the path and customer 

satisfaction actions;  

− documentation actions, such as the drafting of an annual training 

report to be returned to the departmental communities;  

− communication actions, such as short video spots and podcasts to 

be advertised on the University website. 

 
FIG. 3. UNIBA curricular model: evaluation, communication, documentation 

 
 

The training model underlying this knowledge requires knowledge of all 

the tools – mediators (active, iconic, symbolic), didactic formats, devices 

for assessing disciplinary and transversal learning – which do not directly 

produce learning, but create the conditions for learning to take place 

through processes of translation, transposition, metaphorisation, 

substitution of experience (Damiano, 2013; Agrati, 2020). This wealth of 

knowledge is not easily transferable into the competences of a ‘pure’ 

disciplinary researcher also because the disciplinary communities do not 



552 

552 

encourage research in disciplinary didactics. For this reason, a serious co-

research work is needed, to be started in all possible places, because only 

by scientifically nourishing the epistemological dialectic between 

knowledge will it be possible to overcome the obstacle of curricular 

compartmentalization.  

The curricular model is based on adult learning (Knowles, 1980) and 

methodologies for professional learning, in particular the so-called 

‘artefacts’, which Orland-Barak and Maskit (2017) classify at three levels:  

− communication artefacts such as stories, images, cases, videos, 

simulations, portfolios, lesson-studies, action-research;  

− devices that facilitate the generation of practices, for example 

storytelling or video-recording, analysis of practice, observation or 

documentation of experience or, again, such as mediatised 

communication devices (educational technologies);  

− artefacts and devices that deal with how to facilitate the dynamics 

of relationships in order to operate negotiations of experience). 

The training model for the university teacher requires a research posture 

of co-construction and ample space dedicated to the epistemological 

dialectic between disciplinary teacher and didactic. The training modules 

designed in the TLL have therefore been constructed on the basis of a 

constant dialectic (and subject of video research) between the group of 

researchers of general didactics and the disciplinary target groups. 

 

 

Conclusion and next step 

 

The experience of the TLL Uniba represents an example of modelling a 

training pathway – personalised, certified, learner-centered and 

functional to promote active learning (Coryell, 2017) – for Faculty 

Development. 

The training design in Uniba, which is in the full experimental phase, 

is showing the need for a connection with other experiences at national 

level and for a framework for the Italian context including professional 

standards useful for the development of teaching competences and 

strategical for appraisal, recognition and enhancement systems. 

In the Italian system, unlike other national contexts, there is no shared 

definition of a didactic profile of teaching on which to direct promotion, 

development and monitoring actions. The adoption of a professional 

framework, to be developed in a negotiated and shared form, would 

allow not only to have a model of analysis of teaching practice, but also 

to develop scientific devices and projects in support of professional 

quality, also facilitating the academic organizations in the choices for the 

provision of rewards currently too dependent on organizational aspects 

and the opinions of students. 
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In order to meet this need, ANVUR has recently proposed the setting 

up of a specific working group4, with the task of drawing up a framework 

document to clarify, stimulate, guide and propose on the issues of 

competence and assessment in the teaching field. The aim of the 

document is to encourage the strengthening of quality assurance actions, 

with specific attention to the development of systems for the professional 

quality of teaching and the implementation of strategies for training, 

experimentation, evaluation and recognition in which the universities, 

with their own bodies (Quality Chairs, Evaluation Boards, Joint 

Committees, Commissions, etc.) are the main protagonists. The 

document, to be drawn up in terms of ‘guidelines for a system for 

recognising and enhancing the teaching skills of university lecturers’, is 

to be seen as a proposal to be presented to a broader debate between all 

the players in the field and aimed at promoting a joint reflection on the 

subject of university lecturing, capable of permanently encouraging and 

supporting innovation in teaching, while respecting the responsible 

autonomy of the universities.  

A roadmap is envisaged which envisages the following steps: 

1. exploration and mapping of the Faculty Development training 

experiences that are being experimented locally, in a situated 

manner, in many Italian universities: in order to carry out this 

reconnaissance, the involvement of the governance bodies 

responsible for the improvement of university teaching is 

envisaged (first and foremost the University Quality Control) and 

the combined use of mixed research methods, of a qualitative-

quantitative type (questionnaires and interviews with privileged 

witnesses); 

2. definition of competence standards and profiles of university 

teachers, which are functional both for the enhancement of the 

quality of university teaching and for the professional recognition 

of teachers: in order to formalise the competence framework, the 

group will make use of the results of the exploratory research on 

Faculty Development experiences, the literature review and the 

consultation of experts; 

 
4 This is the working group entitled ‘Recognition and enhancement of the teaching skills 

of university teachers’ (Resolution No. 40 of 25/02/2021) consisting of the following 

national and international experts: Javiera Atenas (University of Suffolk), Giovanni Betta 

(University of Cassino and Lazio Meridionale), Filomena Corbo (University of Bari Aldo 

Moro), Elisabetta Corsi (University of Roma La Sapienza), Ettore Felisatti (University of 

Padova), Anna Catherine Isaacs (University of Pisa), Pierpaolo Limone (University of 

Foggia), Bianca Maria Lombardo (University of Catania), Mercedes Lopez Aguado 

(University of Leon), Carlo Mariconda (University of Padova), Marisa Michelini 

(University of Udine), Loredana Perla (University of Bari Aldo Moro), Anna Serbati 

(University of Padova), Alfred Tenore (California University of Science and Medicine), 

Viviana Vinci (Mediterranea University of Reggio Calabria); see: 

https://www.anvur.it/gruppo-di-lavoro-ric/gruppo-di-lavoro-riconoscimento-e-

valorizzazione-delle-competenze-didattiche-della-docenza-universitaria/. 
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3. identification of incentives and rewarding actions for the 

enhancement of the teaching skills of teachers participating in 

Faculty Development training courses; 

4. formulation of ‘Guidelines for a system of recognition and 

enhancement of the teaching skills of university teachers’. 

 
FIG. 4. Objectives of the ANVUR group 

 
 

The Group, made up of experts from the Italian academic world, will 

operate for one year within ANVUR and will benefit from scientific 

coordination by an external expert and technical and organisational 

coordination by the Agency’s staff.  
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