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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a professional development model for faculty members based on the reflective
instructor approach at the Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch. This applied research employed a mixed-methods
exploratory design. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured Delphi interviews with 15 academic
experts selected purposefully until theoretical saturation and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Based on
qualitative findings, a 92-item researcher-developed questionnaire covering six main categories (causal conditions, central
phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes) was constructed and content
validated. In the quantitative phase, 225 full-time, part-time, and adjunct faculty members from the 2023-2024 academic
year were randomly selected. Data were analyzed using SPSS and AMOS through exploratory and confirmatory factor
analyses, one-sample t-tests, and structural equation modeling. All identified components showed significant and positive t-
values and factor loadings, indicating their meaningful effect on faculty professional growth. Model fit indices were
acceptable (RMSEA=0.063, CF1=0.912, IF1=0.931), confirming the validity of the proposed model. The findings revealed
that specialized, professional, and general empowerment strategies, along with supportive causal and contextual conditions
and controlled intervening factors, effectively foster reflective instructor development. The validated model offers a
localized, evidence-based framework for enhancing professional competencies and cultivating reflective instructors.
Emphasizing supportive environments, individual and organizational values, and empowerment strategies can improve
teaching and research quality and strengthen higher education institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Higher education worldwide is experiencing rapid and complex transformations driven by globalization,
technological advancements, and shifting labor market needs. These changes have increased the urgency for
faculty professional development (FPD) to ensure that universities can maintain high standards of teaching and
research while preparing students for dynamic and uncertain futures (Bilal & Chen, 2019; De Golia et al.,
2019). Faculty professional growth is not a one-dimensional process; rather, it is multifaceted, involving the
strengthening of subject-matter expertise, pedagogical skills, reflective practice, and professional identity
(Eiselein et al., 2019). Traditional faculty development models have often been criticized for their fragmented
and event-driven nature, which fails to foster continuous and integrated improvement (Brouwer et al., 2022).
As a result, new frameworks are required that emphasize sustained empowerment, contextual adaptation, and
reflective teaching practice (Aston, 2023; Bozkurt & Yetkin-Ozdemir, 2018).

One promising direction is the reflective instructor approach, which encourages faculty to critically examine
their teaching practices, beliefs, and professional growth pathways. This approach helps educators transcend
the role of mere knowledge transmitters and become intellectual leaders and facilitators of active learning
(Aston, 2023; Davis et al., 2023). International evidence shows that faculty who adopt reflective and critical
thinking strategies can respond better to student needs, adapt to technological and curricular innovations, and
maintain relevance in their disciplines (Ramezani & Mirkazemi, 2025). Yet, developing reflective instructors
requires holistic frameworks that integrate individual competencies, organizational support, and contextual
considerations (Abacioglu et al., 2022).

Concurrently, digital transformation and e-learning technologies have emerged as vital enablers of faculty
development. Programs such as NANO-MOOC:s provide flexible and scalable opportunities for academic staff
to improve digital literacy and integrate technology-enhanced learning in their classrooms (Basantes-Andrade
et al., 2022; Bishop-Monroe et al., 2022). However, technological training must be embedded in broader
professional development strategies to ensure meaningful adoption (Assyne et al., 2022; Cavallo et al., 2024).
Moreover, research highlights the influence of quality of work life (QWL) factors, such as job security,
motivation, and organizational climate, on faculty retention and professional engagement (Algazlan et al.,
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2022; An Le et al., 2021; Eliyana & Anwar, 2022). Without adequate support systems and career progression
opportunities, even highly skilled faculty may become disengaged or consider leaving their institutions.

In Iran’s higher education system, the need for localized and evidence-based models of professional
development is particularly acute. Imported frameworks are often incompatible with local academic culture,
governance, and resources, limiting their effectiveness (Zhao, 2025). Thus, the present study sought to design
and validate a Professional Growth Model for Professors with a Reflective Instructor Approach tailored to the
context of Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch. By integrating qualitative insights from academic experts and
quantitative validation through structural equation modeling, this study provides a robust, contextually relevant
framework that can inform institutional policy and practice.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an exploratory mixed-methods design with sequential qualitative and quantitative phases.
The qualitative phase aimed to explore and conceptualize the key components of professional growth with a
reflective instructor focus. Semi-structured Delphi interviews were conducted with 15 academic experts and
faculty development specialists until theoretical saturation was reached. Using open, axial, and selective
coding, researchers identified major categories and subcomponents influencing faculty growth.

The qualitative findings informed the development of a researcher-designed questionnaire containing 92 items
grouped under six main categories: causal conditions, central phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening
conditions, strategies, and outcomes. The instrument employed a five-point Likert scale to measure the
significance and presence of each factor.

For the quantitative phase, the target population comprised 540 full-time, part-time, and adjunct faculty
members at Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch, during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using Cochran’s
sampling formula, 225 participants were selected through random sampling. Data were analyzed with SPSS
v23 and AMOS using exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses (EFA and CFA), one-sample t-tests, and
structural equation modeling (SEM) to validate the proposed model and test its fit indices.

Findings

The qualitative phase produced a comprehensive conceptual framework for professional growth. Six core
categories emerged:

1. Causal Conditions — including personal charisma and characteristics, communication skills,
effective teaching practices, cognitive literacy, professional ethics, and conducive learning
environments.

2. Central Phenomenon — professional behavioral and job-related competencies that define the
reflective instructor identity.

3. Contextual Conditions — such as personal ideology and core values, career progression pathways,
and enriched work environments.

4. Intervening Conditions — motivational drivers and environmental factors (political, social, and
economic).

5. Strategies — specialized, professional, and general empowerment initiatives, such as technical skill-
building, leadership training, and social skill enhancement.

6. Outcomes — spanning individual (self-confidence, research productivity), organizational (teaching
quality, collaboration), and supra-organizational (academic reputation, global competitiveness)
impacts.

Quantitative analysis confirmed the reliability and validity of this structure. All items demonstrated statistically
significant factor loadings above the acceptable threshold, with t-values exceeding 1.96 across categories. Fit
indices indicated strong model adequacy (RMSEA=0.063; CFI=0.912; IFI=0.931), validating the proposed
framework. Among causal factors, communication skills achieved the highest mean score, reflecting the
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centrality of interpersonal effectiveness in faculty development, while general empowerment strategies scored
lowest, suggesting an area for targeted improvement.

Overall, the model demonstrated that fostering reflective instructors requires aligning individual competencies
with organizational support and adaptive strategies that consider environmental enablers and barriers.
Discussion and Conclusion

This study confirmed that professional growth among university faculty is a multidimensional and context-
driven process requiring the integration of individual, organizational, and external factors. The validated model
highlights that empowering faculty is not limited to providing technical training but extends to cultivating
personal attributes such as critical thinking, ethical conduct, and resilience, which enable instructors to navigate
dynamic academic environments (Aston, 2023; Bozkurt & Yetkin-Ozdemir, 2018).

The strong role of communication and interpersonal skills resonates with global research showing that effective
faculty-student interaction and collegial collaboration enhance teaching quality and job satisfaction (Brouwer
et al.,, 2022; Eiselein et al., 2019). Moreover, the importance of cognitive and reflective competencies
underscores that true professional development involves deep self-evaluation and adaptation, echoing findings
on critical thinking and thoughtful instructional adaptation (Davis et al., 2023; Ramezani & Mirkazemi,
2025).

Organizational and contextual elements emerged as powerful determinants of sustainable professional growth.
This aligns with evidence that supportive work environments, fair career advancement systems, and positive
quality of work life reduce turnover intention and foster long-term engagement (Algazlan et al., 2022; An Le
et al., 2021; Eliyana & Anwar, 2022). Importantly, the present model integrates these contextual drivers with
actionable empowerment strategies, bridging the gap between individual capacity building and institutional
support.

Digital transformation was another salient dimension. While technology alone does not guarantee professional
advancement, embedding digital tools such as NANO-MOOCs into comprehensive development plans can
expand access and personalization (Assyne et al., 2022; Basantes-Andrade et al., 2022; Bishop-Monroe et
al., 2022). This confirms the necessity of equipping faculty not just with pedagogical knowledge but also with
digital fluency and adaptability to educational technologies (Cavallo et al., 2024).

The significance of local adaptation is a key contribution of this study. Many imported models have proven
ineffective in Iranian higher education due to cultural and structural mismatches (Zhao, 2025). By leveraging
local expert input and testing the framework within a domestic academic context, this model addresses these
limitations and offers a culturally congruent pathway for faculty development.

In conclusion, this study provides a validated, context-sensitive Professional Growth Model with a Reflective
Instructor Approach that can serve as a strategic tool for universities aiming to enhance teaching excellence,
research productivity, and global competitiveness. The model emphasizes continuous growth rather than
episodic training, integrating reflective practice with empowerment and organizational support. Its adoption
can help higher education institutions cultivate adaptive, innovative, and resilient faculty capable of meeting
the challenges of rapidly evolving academic landscapes.

Practical implications include guiding administrators in designing holistic development programs, shaping
policies on career progression and faculty support, and aligning institutional resources with the multifaceted
needs of academic staff. Ultimately, this framework contributes to advancing the quality and sustainability of
higher education by positioning faculty professional growth as a cornerstone of institutional success.
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