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Introduction

The issues relating to the quality of school systems are a priority in many
countries today, with education being one of the strategic factors of the economic
and social development of each country (Nove boje znanja: Strategija obrazovan-
ja znanosti i tehnologije 2015). The expectations of universities and university
teachers have become very high, as society relies upon them to be able to deal
effectively with the increasingly complex problems pertaining to youth education
and training and to ensure high learning outcomes in education (Askerc Veniger
2016; Gianferrari 2009). The educational process is a very complex and dynamic
phenomenon with many factors affecting students’ acquisition of knowledge and
development of skills, from elements that depend on the students themselves (that
is cognitive abilities, motivation, attention, work habits) to the family, social and
educational context in which they live and learn. Many authors in this field (Gi-
anferrari 2009; Kalin 2004; Mioc¢ié¢ 2017; Racki et al. 2010; Turk and Ledi¢ 2016a,
2016b) have examined all these factors and their interconnections and shown that
the teacher and teaching quality are the variables that greatly influence the re-
sults of learning. According to them, the objective of effective university education
is to provide for competent and motivated teaching professionals; its realisation
largely depends on how well the teachers are prepared. Teachers’ education is a
lifelong process, as it requires the constant adaptation of teaching activities to the
changes and demands of modern society.

In recent decades, university education has changed significantly, and it con-
tinues to change in line with the expectations of students and society in general.
Social, economic, political, cultural and technological changes in modern society
require new learning and teaching strategies that meet the needs of a large and
diverse population of students (Biggs and Tang 2011; Hohle and Teichler 2013;
Marenti¢ Pozarnik and Lavri¢ 2015). The shift from a teacher-centred approach
to a student-centred approach requires excellence in teaching (Gibbs and Coffey
2004; Hagstréom and Lindberg 2012; Odalen et al. 2019; Postareff et al. 2007),
which requires the university teaching staff to apply their teaching competencies
effectively. According to Marenti¢ Pozarnik (2020), it is necessary to continually
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promote and assess the measures for the improvement of teaching and learning
quality in higher education for which courage and persistence are needed.

The need for improving the quality of university teaching is addressed at the
European level as well, with a view to consolidating the European Higher Educa-
tion Area (Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European High-
er Education Area 2015). In 2005, the European Network for Quality Assurance
in Higher Education introduced the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assur-
ance in the European Higher Education Area. This document, which outlines the
EU education policy and which has been updated several times already, states that
»higher education institutions should employ methods for examining teachers’
qualifications and competencies« (2005, p. 6) to improve the quality of the educa-
tion accessible to students in higher education institutions of the Member States
of the European Union. Marenti¢ Pozarnik (2009) wrote about the state and de-
velopment tendencies in the field of higher education teachers’ training for more
successful pedagogical work (didactic training) at various European universities
and by studying examples in Ljubljana, as part of the »quality culture« of higher
education. According to the 2015 Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance
in the European Area of Higher Education, the role of university teachers is es-
sential in creating a high-quality student experience and enabling the acquisition
of knowledge, competencies and skills. Further, changes in the structure of the
student population and an increased focus on learning outcomes require a stu-
dent-centred approach to teaching, along with changes in teachers’ roles (2015,
p. 13). Moreover, it is emphasised that what is necessary is the »flexible use of a
variety of pedagogical methods [and] regular evaluation and adjustment of vari-
ous modes of delivery and pedagogical methods« (Standards and Guidelines for
Quality Assurance... 2015, p. 12). The Bucharest Communiqué (2012) produced
recommendations for the development of innovative teaching methods as the ba-
sis for the mutual recognition of earned diplomas. A European Commission docu-
ment from 2013 titled High Level Group on the Modernisation of Higher Educa-
tion: Report to the European Commission on Improving the Quality of Teaching
and Learning in Europe’s Higher Education Institution recommended that, up to
2020, higher education teaching staff should obtain a certificate proving they had
completed teaching training and that lifelong vocational training should become a
requirement for working in the field of higher education. In the Yeveran Commu-
niqué (2015), education ministers from 47 European countries stressed the need
of recognising and supporting high-quality teaching and for creating opportuni-
ties for the development of academic teacher competencies (Errico 2017). To com-
plement the Bologna Process, the European Commission has repeatedly stressed
the importance of continuing professional education for university teachers. To
support the improvement of learning and teaching at European universities, in
2017, the Council of the European University Association (EUA) approved the
European Principles for the Improvement of Learning and Teaching, which are
the result of the EFFECT project (European Forum for Enhanced Cooperation
in Teaching), which was funded by the EU. The EUA report on the development
of teaching competencies at European universities (Continuous Development of
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Teaching Competencies... 2019) underlined the need to promote the continuous
professional development of teaching staff and recognise teaching competencies
as essential for the academic profession. In the Paris Communiqué of 2018, the
European ministers of higher education committed to promoting and support-
ing institutional, national and European initiatives for pedagogical training and
the continuous professional development of higher education teachers, as well as
to explore ways to better identify high-quality and innovative teaching in their
careers. In the Rome Ministerial Communiqué (2020), the ministers responsible
for European higher education (EHEA) recommended that university teachers
be provided with decent working conditions and a manageable teaching workload
and that they be ensured equality in the recognition of teaching and research
when advancing to higher teaching positions.

Teaching competencies and advancement to higher teaching positions in Croatia

Croatia had addressed the need to assure the quality of higher education and
university teaching, but there has not been any significant progress in the matter
so far, at least in terms of defining the conditions that need to be met for appoint-
ment to teaching professions. In the Croatian education system, quality is assured
through a national legal framework that governs the conditions for the appoint-
ment into scientific teaching positions. The conditions are divided into those relat-
ed to the scientific work of university teachers prescribed by the National Council
for Science, Higher Education and Technological Development, the conditions re-
lated to teaching activities of teachers prescribed by the Rector’s Conference and
institutional activities (Odluka o nuznim uvjetima za ocjenu nastavne i znanstve-
nostruc¢ne djelatnosti u postupku izbora u znanstveno-nastavna zvanja 2017). The
analysis of the conditions for the appointment to teaching positions shows that
the advancement in the academic career has focused on the number and quality
of published scientific papers, which is confirmed in the process of appointment to
scientific professions. However, when it comes to teaching and professional activi-
ties, the quality of teaching competencies in the process of academic advancement
are somewhat disregarded, and such situations do not favour the stimulation of
their development. Furthermore, the criteria of the Rector’s Conference for the
evaluation of teaching competencies are generally easier to meet than the criteria
for the evaluation of scientific competencies. Being formal in nature, they do not
undergo assessments, so the teachers are not stimulated to improve the quality
of their work, which is considered less valuable in terms of advancement to high-
er positions (Kalin 2004; Mioc¢i¢ 2017; Nove boje znanja, Strategija obrazovanja
znanosti i tehnologije 2015; Turk and Ledi¢ 2016a).

As part of the requirements for appointment to the scientific-teaching profes-
sions laid down by the Rector’s Conference (Odluka o nuznim uvjetima za ocjenu
nastavne i znanstvenostru¢ne djelatnosti u postupku izbora u znanstveno-nas-
tavna zvanja 2017), the applicants who are appointed to the scientific-teaching
grade of assistant professor for the first time must have a positively evaluated
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inaugural lecture presented before university teachers and students, and those
who are in the process of being appointed to a higher grade must submit the pos-
itively evaluated results of the institution’s examination of their teaching work
or the positively evaluated results of a student questionnaire conducted by the
higher education institution. Other requirements in the process of appointment
to a higher grade include, among others, teaching and scientific-professional con-
tributions, the mentoring of final or graduate theses, training in the scientific
field, profession or teaching, the publishing of a scientific book, university text-
book or manual, making innovations in teaching materials, conducting reviews
of study programs, university books and textbooks, the presentation of research
at scientific or professional conferences, management or participation in science
and research projects, the editing of professional proceedings, the publishing of
professional articles, receiving international or national awards or recognitions
for scientific, teaching or professional work and numerous requirements related
to the institution itself (Odluka o nuznim uvjetima za ocjenu nastavne i znanstve-
nostruc¢ne djelatnosti u postupku izbora u znanstveno-nastavna zvanja 2017). All
these requirements are only indirectly related to the evaluation of the teaching
competencies of teachers. It must be noted that professional associates (teaching
assistants and postdoctoral students) who have just begun working in scientif-
ic-teaching positions do not have to meet any teaching-related criteria when being
recruited at a higher education institution.

However, scientific expertise does not guarantee good teaching qualifica-
tions, which university teachers can acquire by educating themselves in the field
of pedagogy and psychology as a form of lifelong education. Competencies in ped-
agogy and psychology are essential for ensuring the quality of teaching in higher
education. However, the development of these competencies is most often reduced
to informal and non-formal learning, as well as the teachers’ own intuition or tal-
ents, and less often to the formal learning and professional development organised
within the framework of lifelong education (Domovi¢ et al. 2018; Mio¢i¢ 2017). For
instance, young professional associates, that is, teaching assistants, often acquire
teaching competencies in informal ways, through their own teaching experience,
relying on the knowledge that they have gained by observing their own teachers
or exchanging experiences with their colleagues. When taking up employment
at the university, they are not required to have formal education in pedagogy
and psychology, although they are entrusted with exercises and seminars that
sometimes necessitate a high pedagogical adequacy of methods and procedures.
Pursuant to the Act on Scientific Activity and Higher Education (2017, article
97, items 2 and 3): »Teaching assistants [...] help carry out part of the teaching
process, knowledge assessment, and scientific, artistic and professional activities
of the university«, and, having completed a graduate university programme, they
earn the title of a teaching assistant. Up until the inaugural lecture, which is an
important segment of evaluating a candidate’s teaching skills in the process of
his/her appointment as an assistant professor, the teaching competencies are not
assessed. This is a period of up to ten years, that is, six for teaching assistants
and four for postdoctoral researchers. Likewise, future assistant professors do not
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receive systematic training in the fields of pedagogy, psychology and methodology.
According to past research (Gibbs and Coffey 2004; Odalen et al. 2019), teachers
need training in pedagogy and psychology at the beginning of their academic ca-
reer.

The legal requirements and conditions of the Rector’s Conference are set
at only a minimum level, and each higher education institution can determine
more stringent criteria for its teachers. However, among the statutes and regula-
tions on the appointment to titles and positions of universities in Croatia, only the
University of Osijek states in its Regulations on the Appointment to Titles (2022,
article 31, item 3), that »Applicants who do not have a certificate from an autho-
rized higher education institution on the completed program in a general field of
pedagogy, psychology, didactics and methodology of teaching are obliged within
one year from the date of conclusion of the employment contract to complete such
program at a certified higher education institution«, otherwise their employment
contract is cancelled.

Overview of research on university teachers’ teaching competencies conducted in
Croatia

The research findings on the higher education teaching profession in the Re-
public of Croatia continuously point to the lack of adequate support and programs
for the improvement of pedagogical, psychological and didactic competencies of
university teachers, both the newly recruited and those who have years of experi-
ence (Kovac 2001; Mioc¢i¢ 2017; Peko and Mlinarevi¢ 2012; Racki et al. 2010; Turk
and Ledi¢ 2016), as well as an insufficient emphasis on the formal obligation to ac-
quire pedagogical and psychological education (Brajdi¢ Vukovié 2013; Kalin 2004;
Racki et al. 2010). Most authors agree that, in order to improve university teach-
ing, it is necessary to design and conduct the continuous pedagogical and psycho-
logical training of assistants and university teachers as part of lifelong learning,
and the first step is to recognise the need to improve teaching competencies.

Kalin (2004) argued that it is illogical that work in primary and secondary
school (articles 105 and 115 of the Education in Primary and Secondary School
Act, Official Gazette 126/2012) requires the completion of the Pedagogical-Psycho-
logical and Didactic-Methodical Education Program, as well as a year of trainee-
ships, after which the professional exam must be taken, while, at the same time,
young people, untrained for this very complex and demanding job that requires
knowledge from the field of pedagogy, psychology, didactic and methodology, start
teaching at the university. Racki et al. (2010) described in their paper the results
of the first program of pedagogical-psychological and didactic-methodical educa-
tion for young teaching assistants in 2009 at the University of J. J. Strossmayer
in Osijek. A similar program exists at other universities in Croatia, but, unlike
Osijek, attendance is not mandatory for recruitment at the university. Turk and
Ledié¢ (2016a), also argued that the university teacher should possess a basic di-
dactic knowledge and a general knowledge of the evaluation and assessment of
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students and of the theories on which the learning and teaching process lies. In
their opinion, the teaching role is very demanding, and the acquisition of teach-
ing competencies is a long-term development process shaped by a number of fac-
tors, including motivation, experience, mentoring and collaboration, as well as
opportunities for the formal professional training of teachers. Bognar and Kragulj
(2010) argued that university teachers cannot remain at the beginner didactic and
methodical level and emulate the teaching of their professors, but should follow
the changes in psychological and pedagogical sciences and constantly modernise
their classes by engaging in continuous lifelong learning programs.

In order to create the preconditions for improving the quality of learning
and teaching in Croatian higher education, in 2016, the Ministry of Science and
Education launched the project Educa-T, Emphasis on Developing and Upgrading
Competencies for Academic Teaching (Domovié et al. 2018). The task of the work-
ing group was to »develop the Competence profile of teachers in higher education,
Curriculum for the acquisition of teaching competencies in higher education and
to propose Recommendations for development and improvement of competencies
for teaching in Croatian higher education institutions«; the results are presented
in the published Manual for Improving the Competencies of Teachers in High-
er Education (Domovié et al. 2018, p. 7). The proposed framework curriculum
for the acquisition of teaching competencies in higher education foresees three
cycles. The first is set as a condition to start teaching activities in higher educa-
tion institutions, the second aims at improving teaching competencies in the field
of curriculum planning and development, as well as developing communication
skills and the third is intended for those who want to specialise in the field of im-
proving teaching in higher education during their academic careers. One part of
the previous project of the Ministry of Science and Education was »the Analysis
of the Situation and Activities« (Domovié et al. 2018, p. 10) carried out at univer-
sities in the Republic of Croatia with the aim of improving the quality of learning
and teaching. The analysis of the strategic documents of the higher education
institutions that were included in the research showed that the majority recog-
nise the importance of improving the quality of learning and teaching, which was
confirmed by the leadership of the university, which points out that they have con-
crete plans at their universities to improve learning and teaching (Duzevié et al.
2017). However, concrete measures to support the improvement of teaching and
the development of teaching competencies are implemented unconstitutionally,
not comprehensive, and their effects are evaluated only periodically. Furthermore,
»the results of the research have shown that the key limitations in implementing
innovative practices in developing the quality of learning and teaching are inap-
propriate procedures and the regulatory framework of the national system, which
focuses on the results of the scientific research work of teachers, while the quality
of learning and teaching is marginalized« (Duzevi¢ et al. 2017, p. 62). As an addi-
tional limitation, the research mentions the great workload of teachers, who do
not have enough time to explore innovative teaching methods and the resilience
of individuals to change.
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Models of acquisition of teaching competencies

As higher education teaching is currently subject to revaluation, a better
insight into how university teachers develop their expertise in this important
component of academic work is needed. Researchers identified five models of the
professional development of university teachers:

—  the independent development of teachers by finding activities for profession-
al development and solutions to their teaching problems;

—  the peer-to-peer observation and evaluation of colleagues who provide objec-
tive information about their teaching work, that is, feedback, as an invalua-
ble tool for reflection and the analysis of their own work;

— amodel of inclusion in the process of development/improvement of the edu-
cational process that requires teachers to engage in the development of the
curriculum, design of the study programs, the planning of professional de-
velopment, etc.;

—  a model of organised education related to the participation of teachers in
the process of individual or group acquisition of pedagogical-psychological
knowledge and skills during seminars, workshops or longer educational pro-
grams and

—  an action research model that requires teachers to recognise the problem,
collect information and make changes to their classes based on the interpre-
tation of the collected data (Askerc Veniger 2016; Cetin and Bayrake1 2019;
Guskey 2000; Marentié-Pozarnik 2020; Sparks and Loucks Horsley 1989).

Moreover, authors Cetin and Bayrakci (2019) listed mentoring models and
groups of critical friends. Mentors are older and more experienced teachers who
provide important information, provide assistance in accessing resources, teach,
encourage reflection, advise on career advancement and support young teachers.
The group of critical friends consists of members of the professional community
that aims to promote the learning activities of young teachers through collabo-
ration based on reflection on their teaching practices and the problems they en-
counter.

The professionalisation of teaching requires primarily establishing a system-
atic pedagogical and psychological education of university teachers, but also the
application of other models. Internationally, many universities have established
centres for teaching and learning excellence and faculty development or Teach-
ing and Learning Centres (Felsatti and Serbati 2015). The aim of these centres,
widely distributed in the Northern European and American contexts, is to organ-
ise, prepare and implement pedagogical and psychological educational programs
for university teaching staff to improve their teaching competencies (Biggs and
Tang 2011; Felisatti and Serbati 2015). The activities consist of shorter (10 ECTS)
or longer (30 to 70 ECTS) educational programs, courses, seminars, workshops,
round tables, the peer-to-peer monitoring and evaluation of teaching activities,
preparation of digital didactic materials, etc. (Duta and Folostina 2014; Felisatti
and Serbati 2015; Postareff et al. 2008; Lindberg-Sand and Sonesson 2008). In
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some countries, pedagogical and psychological education is a necessary condition
for employment at the university, while in others it depends on the voluntary
decision of the teacher, regardless of whether it bears points for career advance-
ment or not. Nevertheless, everyone is recommended to use educational courses
and other pedagogical-psychological and didactic activities, especially at the be-
ginning of their career and throughout their working life. In most countries, the
organisation of courses is centralised and managed by a supervisory institution
at the national level, while, in others, it is entrusted to centres within faculties
or departments at a particular university (Dutd and Fologtina 2014; Felisatti and
Serbati 2015; Postareff et al. 2008; Lindberg-Sand and Sonesson 2008).

Most universities in Croatia have established Centres for Lifelong Educa-
tion, where various education is organised in order to improve higher education
teaching competencies, and the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences of the
University of Rijeka launched a six-month program for the training of teaching
competencies in higher education for teaching assistants.

Research methodology
Research problem and objective

The research deals with the very current problem of disrespecting the quali-
ty of teaching in academic staff vocational advancement. The aim of the research
was to examine whether the quality of teaching and pedagogical-psychological
education are considered important for teachers to work at the University, how
this education is acquired and whether it is considered useful in advancing in the
profession of university teaching in Croatia.

Research methods

For the analysis of the university teachers’ attitudes, descriptive and causal
non-experimental methods of pedagogical research were employed (Muzi¢ 2004),
namely a survey with attitude scales.

Sample and research procedure

From the 189 permanently employed at the Juraj Dobrila University of Pula,
50 teachers at all academic career levels participated in this pilot study, which was
conducted online in the first three months of 2020. The approval of the Ethics
Committee of the University was requested and obtained for the teacher survey
procedure.
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Research instrument

The aim of the research was to determine whether research is still favoured
in relation to pedagogical-psychological competencies in the advancement of the
profession of university teachers in Croatia and which models of acquiring them
are most used.

In the absence of ready-made instruments that would suit the needs of this
pilot research, a questionnaire on the pedagogical-didactic and other competen-
cies of university teachers appropriate to the higher education context in the Re-
public of Croatia was prepared. It was constructed especially for this occasion, but
is based on similar research conducted in Croatia and abroad (Marenti¢ Pozarnik
and Lavri¢ 2015; Turk and Ledié¢ 2016a).

Using two attitude scales (on the importance of teaching competencies in
university teaching and the models of their acquisition), the respondents were
asked to express their level of agreement/disagreement with each claim using
the five-point Likert scale: 1 — Strongly disagree, 2 — Disagree, 3 — Neither agree
nor disagree, 4 — Agree, and 5 — Strongly agree. The metric characteristics of the
constructed instrument were verified: Sensitivity was measured by measures of
deviation, constructive validity by factor analysis, and reliability by the internal
consistency method — Cronbach’s alpha a = 0.804. Factor analysis of the principal
components was used to determine the dimensionality of the analysed constructs.
For the retention of significant factors, the Kaiser-Guttman criterion was selected,
and the factor structure was determined as single-factor or multifactorial accord-
ing to the number of separated factors with a characteristic root greater than 1.

Results and discussion

The conducted factor analysis showed that Acquisition and importance of
teaching competencies of university teachers is a multidimensional construct. Two
factors with a characteristic root greater than 1 were singled out, explaining a
total of 61.615% of the variance of scale results. Considering the size of the coef-
ficient in the matrix of the form presented in Table 1, the first-factor was named
Importance of teaching competencies (items 1 to 5), and the second one Acquisition
of teaching competencies (items 6 and 7). On the basis of this factor analysis, two
subscales with the same names were constructed.

Acquisition and importance of teaching competencies of | Factor* Arithmetic | Standard
university teachers 1 9 mean deviation
1. Pedagogical and psychological education is essential .903 4.47 .68

for the maintenance of high-quality university teaching.

2. Formal acquisition of teaching competencies is an -.802 1.53 .82
unnecessary waste of time.

3. Teaching competencies can be acquired after the 742 3.77 .82
recruitment
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4. For high-quality university teaching, a thorough -.625 2.23 1.19
knowledge of the teaching subject is sufficient.

5.1 don‘t find teaching competencies useful for -.623 1.47 .86
professional advancement.

6. University teacher acquires teaching competencies =771 | 3.23 1.04
with many years of practical experience.

7. For teachers who do not have a pedagogical- 727 1 4.20 .76

psychological education, an obligation to formally
complete it should be introduced at the moment of
recruitment.

Table 1: Results of factor analysis of the scale Acquisition and importance of teaching competencies of
university teachers (descriptive statistics of scale items).

* Factor saturations with an absolute value greater than 0.3 has been provided for easier interpreta-
tion.

By analysing the results (Table 1) according to subscale item Importance of
teaching competencies the lowest average central values (M = 1.47) have been
observed for the item I don’t find teaching competencies useful for professional
advancement and (M = 1.53) for the item Formal acquisition of teaching compe-
tencies is an unnecessary waste of time. The highest arithmetic mean was obtained
for the item Pedagogical and psychological education is essential for the mainte-
nance of high-quality university teaching (M = 4.47). From the analysis conduct-
ed, it is evident that the formal acquisition of teaching competencies is considered
by the subjects to be necessary, not only for professional advancement but also for
the high quality of teaching at the university.

The item For high-quality university teaching, a thorough knowledge of the
teaching subject is sufficient obtained a low mean value (M = 2.23), and a high
standard deviation (SD = 1.19), which means that the respondents were not
unanimous in supporting this thesis, but that there are those who agree with it.

The analysis of the results (Table 1) by subscale items Acquisition of teach-
ing competencies with mean value (M = 3.23), with high standard deviation
(SD = 1.04) for the item University teacher acquire teaching competencies with
many years of practical experience, and mean value (M = 4.20) with low standard
deviation (SD = .76) for the item For teachers who do not have a pedagogical-psy-
chological education, an obligation to formally complete it should be introduced at
the moment of recruitment indicates a high awareness of the respondents of the
need to introduce a formal way of acquiring pedagogical and psychological educa-
tion at the moment of employment at the university.

The results show that the respondents were aware of the importance of ped-
agogic-psychological education for high-quality teaching and academic advance-
ment, even though they are neglected during the selection process. Regardless of
how little consideration is given to the academic advancement of teachers, quality
teaching has a strong impact on the performance and goals of any university and
plays a strategic role in the university’s contribution to social progress. As mem-
bers of the European area of higher education, Croatian universities invest efforts
in the organisation of various forms of education for the improvement of high-
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er education teaching and the improvement of teaching competencies, intended
especially for employees in associate and higher academic positions. At the na-
tional and international level, it is clear that the relationship between research
and teaching should be balanced, giving adequate recognition to the quality of
teaching, which would strengthen the motivation of teachers to invest in its im-
provement.

The conducted factor analysis showed that the Models of acquisition of teach-
ing competencies of university teaching staff are a multidimensional construct.
Two factors with a characteristic root greater than 1 were singled out, explaining
a total of 66.548% of the variance of the scale results. Considering the size of the
coefficient in the matrix presented in Table 2, the first factor was named Organ-
ized acquisition of teaching competencies (items 1 to 4) and the second one Unor-
ganized acquisition of teaching competencies (items 5 and 6). On the basis of this
factor analysis, two subscales with the same names were constructed.

Models of acquisition of teaching competencies of Factor* Arithmetic | Standard
university teachers 1 9 mean deviation
1. through a pedagogical and psychological package, 799 2.30 1.37
after employment at the university

2. through a pedagogical and psychological package 778 3.27 141
during graduate study

3. through online courses 625 2.87 1.28

4. observing examples of good practice of colleagues 579 3.67 .80
working at the same or other universities

5. at targeted seminars and professional development 950 | 3.57 1.07
courses

6. through postgraduate education .834 | 2.80 1.35

Table 2: Results of factor analysis of the scale Models of acquisition of teaching competencies of uni-
versity teachers (descriptive statistics of scale items).

* Factor saturations with an absolute value greater than 0.3 has been provided for easier interpreta-
tion.

Based on the analysis of the results (Table 2) by subscale item Organized
acquisition of teaching competencies we notice that the lowest average central
value (M = 2.30) and high standard deviation (SD = 1,37) were obtained for the
item through a pedagogical and psychological package, after employment at the
university. The results indicate the opinion of the majority of the respondents that
very few teachers formally acquire teaching competencies by attending organised
programmes after employment at the university, and the acquisition of these com-
petencies is often based on observing examples of good practice of colleagues from
their own and other university institutions (M = 3.67), whether it is the teaching
activity of professors working at their institution or the good practice of other
colleagues.

From the analysis of the results of the subscale Unorganized acquisition of
teaching competencies, it is evident that the subjects are not unanimous in assess-
ing the targeted professional developments (M = 3.56; SD = 1.07) and postgradu-



University teachers’ teaching competencies: Their importance for advancement... 181

ate education (M = 2.80; SD = 1.35) as a way of acquiring teaching competencies.
They probably believe that the contribution of such an improvement in teaching
competencies depends on personal motivation and the desire to improve the qual-
ity of teaching.

The results encourage the opinion that the respondents believe that the of-
fered formal educational programmes are not of adequate quality, that they do not
have the desired effects on the participating teachers or that the teachers did not
have the chance to participate in this type of organised education. Namely, their
attitude is surprising considering that in the last part of the previous scale, they
confirmed, with a high central value (M = 4.2), their support for the introduction
of mandatory pedagogical-psychological education. The problem of the effective-
ness of mandatory pedagogical-psychological education programmes has not been
studied extensively, and the reviews of the research on such education concluded
that there is little evidence of its positive impact on teaching and student learning
(Gibbs and Coffey 2004; Odalen et al. 2019; Postareff et al. 2007). On the other
hand, informal forms of professional development such as courses and seminars,
especially if they are not on-line, or following examples of good practice, which
teachers independently decide to follow, achieved greater approval from respond-
ents. These can certainly be important forms of improving university teaching,
but the acquisition of teaching competencies should not be based solely on the
goodwill of individual teachers; it is necessary to create quality mandatory pro-
grammes for the professional development of academic staff.

Conclusion

Although ministers of education and the European Quality Assurance Net-
work in the European Higher Education Area have been advocating for years the
importance of developing the teaching competencies of university teachers, pro-
moting research into innovative learning and teaching strategies and demanding
compulsory pedagogical and psychological education for higher education teach-
ers, the improvement of teaching staff competencies remains a challenge at the
European and national level.

Even though various researchers in Croatia have been continuously pointing
to the need to develop a support program for the development of the pedagogical,
psychological and methodical competencies of university teachers, no major shift
has yet been observed, and the question arises whether higher education insti-
tutions are ready to make efforts to improve the quality of teaching in order to
reach the vision of higher education development described by the representatives
of the European education policies. The results of the research carried out within
the project Educa-T (Projekt Educa-T 2016-2018) indicate that the leaders of the
Croatian higher education institutions understand the importance of strategies
for the development of learning and teaching quality, and the respondents pro-
posed a set of measures that could be implemented in order to provide support for
the development of basic teaching competencies and the assessment of innovative



182 Sodobna pedagogika/Journal of Contemporary ... Mo¢inié, Lazarié, Gortan Carlin

practices in learning and teaching. However, these practices are applied period-
ically or on a voluntary basis, which is not sufficient for achieving continuous
development. A good starting point would probably be a reform of the regulations
defining employment at higher education institutions and of the Ordinance for
Academic Advancement in the Republic of Croatia so that the learning and teach-
ing quality is not inferior to scientific research work, which has a de-stimulating
effect on teachers who are trying to improve their teaching methods.

The respondents participating in the pilot research agreed that formal com-
pletion of pedagogical and psychological education should be introduced for teach-
ers who are being employed by the university and had not acquired it earlier; in
order to maintain high-quality university teaching, it is not sufficient to have a
thorough knowledge of the subject or to observe good practice examples, nor to be
involved in targeted courses only occasionally. Improving learning and teaching in
higher education institutions has taken such an important place in national and
international education policy that we must not allow the improvement of teach-
ing competence to depend on personal motivation and the desire to improve the
quality of teaching work. Nowadays, at a time when universities have to compete
with profound changes in the political, social, economic and cultural context in
which they operate, an effective system of the quality assurance of teaching is in-
dispensable, along with greater investment in improving teaching skills, especial-
ly at the beginning of an academic career when there is a beginner’s enthusiasm
for a successful future career, and then with mandatory lifelong training during
the entire working life. Therefore, we agree with Marenti¢ Pozarnik (2020), who
claimed that in order to raise the quality of teaching and learning in higher edu-
cation, it is necessary to continuously promote and monitor the innovations and
changes in the regulations that prevent their introduction, which requires cour-
age and perseverance.
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