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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to identify the causal conditions influencing the model of faculty professional
growth with a reflective faculty development approach at Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch. The
research employed a mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, the statistical population included
all academic experts and scholars who were faculty members at Islamic Azad Universities in Mazandaran
Province. Based on the principle of theoretical saturation, 15 individuals were selected as the sample. In
the quantitative phase, the statistical population included all full-time, part-time, and adjunct faculty
members employed during the 2023—-2024 academic year at Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch, totaling
540 individuals. Based on Cochran's formula, a sample size of 225 was determined using a random
sampling method. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews in the qualitative phase and a
researcher-made questionnaire derived from the qualitative findings in the quantitative phase. For data
analysis, coding techniques were used in the qualitative phase, while SPSS version 23 and AMOS
software were used in the quantitative phase. The results indicated that the causal conditions include
charisma and personality traits, communication skills, effective teaching, cognitive literacy, professional
ethics, and the learning environment. Among these, the most influential factor was "communication skills"
with a t-value of 20.156, while the least influential was "learning environment conditions" with a t-value of
10.220. Additionally, the results of the one-sample t-test showed that all six main causal components
significantly influenced the model of faculty professional growth with a reflective faculty development
approach (sig = 0.000). The findings demonstrate that all these factors collectively contribute to creating a
suitable learning environment in which faculty members can achieve professional growth. It can be
concluded that achieving professional growth and cultivating reflective educators requires attention to all
these components and conditions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The dynamic and evolving landscape of higher education demands a reassessment of professional
development models for university faculty. Traditional teacher-centered paradigms have often
proven inadequate in responding to the diverse and complex needs of today’s students and
academic communities. As higher education institutions increasingly aim to foster innovation, critical
thinking, and lifelong learning, the role of faculty members as reflective and transformative educators
becomes more essential than ever. The concept of the “thoughtful teacher” or reflective educator
has thus emerged as a pivotal framework in faculty development discourses, emphasizing not only
pedagogical competence but also emotional intelligence, professional ethics, cognitive awareness,
and institutional engagement (Jarchi et al., 2024).
The centrality of faculty professional development in achieving educational quality and institutional
advancement has been underscored in various empirical and conceptual studies. Research
suggests that faculty development programs that incorporate reflective practices, interactional
competence, and contextual responsiveness can significantly enhance educational outcomes (Davis
et al.,, 2023; De Golia et al., 2019). Furthermore, the growing emphasis on holistic models of
competence, encompassing personal attributes, social-emotional intelligence, and ethical
responsibility, signals a shift toward a more integrated understanding of what constitutes an effective
educator in the 21st century (Abacioglu et al., 2022; Aston, 2023).
In this regard, the development of reflective teacher models has received scholarly attention as an
innovative approach to reimagining professional growth. Such models advocate for equipping
teachers with the ability to critically examine their practices, adapt to diverse learner needs, and
engage with broader educational discourses. Studies have highlighted the importance of teacher
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charisma and personality traits, communication skills, effective teaching strategies, cognitive literacy,
and ethical consciousness as essential dimensions of a reflective teaching profile (Aleshinskaya &
Albatsha, 2020; Liang et al., 2021). Moreover, supportive learning environments and institutional
structures have been shown to play a facilitative role in enabling faculty to grow and reflect
continuously on their practices (Basantes-Andrade et al., 2022; Eiselein et al., 2019).

Despite the acknowledged significance of these factors, there remains a paucity of context-specific,
empirically validated models that explore the causal conditions influencing the professional
development of faculty from a reflective teaching perspective. Particularly in the Iranian higher
education context, and specifically within the Islamic Azad University system, there is a need to
examine how faculty members experience, interpret, and navigate the professional development
process. Addressing this gap, the present study was conducted to identify and analyze the causal
conditions that shape the professional growth of faculty members at Islamic Azad University, Sari
Branch, within a framework that prioritizes the training of reflective educators. Drawing upon
interdisciplinary literature and using a mixed-methods design, the study aims to contribute a
comprehensive and locally grounded model of faculty development that aligns with the demands of
contemporary education and institutional sustainability.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods approach. The qualitative phase involved semi-
structured interviews with 15 academic experts from Islamic Azad Universities in Mazandaran
Province, selected through purposive sampling based on theoretical saturation. Data were collected
through in-person interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding procedures. The
findings of this phase were used to construct a customized survey instrument.

In the quantitative phase, a descriptive-correlational design was adopted using structural equation
modeling (SEM). The statistical population comprised 540 full-time, part-time, and adjunct faculty
members at Islamic Azad University, Sari Branch, during the 2023—-2024 academic year. A random
sample of 225 participants was selected based on Cochran’s formula. The researcher-developed
questionnaire, based on the qualitative findings, included 38 items across six dimensions and was
scored using a five-point Likert scale. Reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and
composite reliability coefficients, while validity was confirmed through AVE, CR, MSV, and ASV
criteria. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 23 and AMOS.

Findings

The results revealed six major causal conditions influencing faculty professional development with a
reflective teaching approach: (1) charisma and personality traits, (2) communication skills, (3)
effective teaching, (4) cognitive literacy, (5) professional ethics, and (6) learning environment
conditions. Among these, communication skills emerged as the most influential factor (t = 20.156),
whereas learning environment conditions had the least impact (t = 10.220). A one-sample t-test
confirmed that all six causal dimensions had statistically significant effects on faculty professional
development (p < 0.001).

Detailed analysis showed that communication skills—such as the ability to engage students, respond
to inquiries with enthusiasm, and foster interactive learning—were highly emphasized by
respondents. Charisma and personality traits, including traits like empathy, patience, and personal
grooming, were also frequently cited as contributors to teacher effectiveness and student motivation.
Effective teaching was operationalized through strategies such as differentiated instruction,
integration of digital tools, and active learning practices. Cognitive literacy included knowledge of
subject matter, awareness of current literature, and academic engagement with research
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communities. Professional ethics were captured through items measuring integrity, responsibility,
and commitment to academic standards. The learning environment factor focused on infrastructural
support, collegial cooperation, and administrative backing.

Further t-tests on 35 subcomponents validated their individual significance. The subcomponent
"optimal use of time and tools for learning enhancement" had the highest statistical weight (t =
31.934), while "maintaining physical health and energy" ranked lowest (t = 6.174). Model fit indices
and confirmatory factor analysis supported the structural integrity of the proposed framework,
demonstrating robust internal consistency and convergent and discriminant validity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings underscore the multifaceted nature of faculty professional development, emphasizing
that fostering reflective educators requires attention to both individual and contextual dimensions.
Communication skills, as the most influential causal condition, reflect the evolving role of university
faculty as facilitators of dialogue, engagement, and co-construction of knowledge. This aligns with
contemporary literature highlighting the transformative power of effective communication in both
pedagogy and professional collaboration.

Charisma and personality traits also play a pivotal role in shaping the emotional climate of the
classroom and in modeling positive academic behaviors. These traits contribute to a sense of trust,
respect, and motivation among students—elements that are crucial for building meaningful
educational relationships. The strong impact of effective teaching techniques further reinforces the
need for methodological agility and pedagogical innovation in faculty development programs.
Cognitive literacy emerged as another critical dimension, demonstrating that faculty members must
not only possess disciplinary expertise but also continuously engage with evolving knowledge
domains and research advancements. Similarly, professional ethics serve as the moral foundation
of educational practice, reinforcing integrity, transparency, and equity in teaching and scholarly
conduct.

Although learning environment conditions showed the lowest statistical impact, they should not be
underestimated. The presence of supportive infrastructure, administrative encouragement, and an
academically vibrant culture provides the necessary backdrop for faculty members to thrive and
experiment. These contextual factors act as enablers, creating a climate conducive to reflection,
growth, and collaborative inquiry.

Overall, the study provides a comprehensive and empirically validated model for understanding the
causal conditions of faculty professional growth within a reflective teaching framework. It highlights
the need for integrated development programs that address personal, interpersonal, instructional,
cognitive, and environmental dimensions. Such an approach not only enhances the competencies
of individual educators but also contributes to the broader goals of educational quality, institutional
reputation, and learner success.

This research contributes valuable insights into the design and implementation of faculty
development strategies in Iranian higher education and similar contexts. By emphasizing reflection,
interaction, and multidimensional growth, it proposes a paradigm shift in how professional
development is conceptualized, practiced, and supported within academic institutions.
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