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Faculty Development, in the last decades, has undergone many transformations and many scholars are now wondering what will be the main feature that will characterize the next age, an age distinguished, in the academic world, by the changes that the just experienced pandemic brought with it. One of the main changes that this pandemic has brought with itself is the increase in digitalization within academic institutions and, consequently, the increase in the number of faculty development proposals that are conveyed through online initiatives. However, this is a consideration that can be read not only as a stand-alone element but also, if properly contextualized, it could be used as a way to promote Faculty Development programs that exploit the potential offered by digitalization in order to create initiatives which are linked in a mutually reinforcing bond. This choice is consistent with the adherence to a holistic approach to Faculty Development that promotes a systemic and multifocal logic. This paper presents a study conducted at the University of Verona in order to discover if the Faculty Development programs here implemented applying this approach were been able to promote a reciprocal mirroring between them. In order to answer this question, it was considered useful to investigate the results of a survey carried out on the “Competenze Trasversali” program, in its first edition, and thus still in an “experimental” phase. In order to collect the data has been used a simplified version of SWOT Analysis was used and the answers to the open questions were analyzed using the content analysis.
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1. Faculty development for the next ages

Mary Deane Sorcinelli (Sorcinelli et al., 2006; Sorcinelli, 2020) has presented an evolution of the concept of Faculty Development organized for “Ages” according to which (a) the 60s were “The Age of Scholar” in which the primary purpose of Faculty Development was to support faculty members in the development of their academic skills within their disciplines; (b) the 70s were “The Age of Teacher” in which academic institutions focused their attention on the development of their staff’s teaching skills; (c) the 80s were “The Age of Developer” in which the role of faculty developers was officially recognized; (d) the 90s were “The Age of the Learner” in which more and more programs of Faculty Development were focused on promoting a more autonomous and active learning process (also through the spread of digital technologies supporting learning); (e) the beginning of the 21st century was “The Age of the Network” in which, even through the use of digital platforms, academic institutions all over the world started an enriching confrontation about their Faculty Development experiences; (f) the years between 2010 and 2020 were “The Age of Evidence” in which universities addressed the problem of the effectiveness of their interventions, also in connection with the stakeholders’ needs (Sorcinelli et al., 2006; Beach et al., 2016; Sorcinelli, 2020).

And what about the next Age, the one that now stands before us and has presented itself with the business card of a pandemic that has upset the entire globe’s life and habits? What will it be like? Some scholars believe that it will be “the Age of Global Community” (Baker and Lutz, 2021, p.62), interpreting as a distinctive element of the new decade the possibility for universities to share their Faculty Development actions beyond the local dimension, thanks to the massive spread of digital tools.

This is already a refreshing perspective, but perhaps it is possible to take a step further, considering digitalization as something which is not only able to support an “international” comparison, but also which is also an essential element in the development of an internal process of “positive reinforcement.” More precisely, academic institutions can use digital tools to promote specific FD actions, thus promoting also the “vision” of the academic development that surrounds them. This undoubtedly allows several academic institutions to be aware of what is happening in the other universities within the international panorama, thus leading to the promotion of an “external” globalization. But at the same time, this also allows the different actors involved in the same academic organization to be aware of what “is going on” within their own institution, therefore, promoting an “internal” globalization. According to this perspective, digital tools can be used not only as a way to “conduct” Faculty Development actions or promote them among other institutions, but they can also be employed to spread among the faculty members a shared culture that embodies the principles of faculty development not as simple “suggestions,” but also as pillars around which to build the sense of one’s professional actions. For this to happen, however, digital tools must be put at the service of a precise vision of Faculty Development, in which the core is the desire to involve all those who belong to the academic institution in a common project. Hence, in order to reach this goal, what is needed to be put in place is a holistic approach to Faculty Development.

The initial assumption, from which the holistic approach starts, is the idea (certainly not new) according to which it is not possible to “split” the development of an individual into separated areas. From the point of view of the Faculty Development, this concept was initially considered simply as an exhortation to plan the development actions that would be implemented by faculty members who were called into question starting from all their competencies, both professional and personal as well as “political” (understood as those skills necessary to actively participate in the flourishing of the academic institution to which they belong). Only later, this approach was extended to a “broader” look, grasping the potential not only of an “integrated” training that would enhance the awareness of the own “multiple” soul in the university teacher, leading him/her to invest in different competencies that compose it, but also of an emphasis placed on the systemic nature of the entire academic context (Sutherland, 2018).

Indeed, the holistic approach argues that it is not possible to affect academic culture (an indispensable element to be able to affect university practices) except through a series of linked actions, which are part of a common design, aimed at “involving” faculty members all around. The aim is to bring the university teacher to see him/herself as an element of a complex ecosystem in which he/she is part of a whole. Faculty members must therefore come to perceive themselves not as a cog in a huge mechanism over which they have no control, but as a living being within an ecosystem, in which their actions simultaneously foresee different causes and effects, and are inserted in a rhizomatic way within a network of multiple interconnections. Only in this way, it is possible for him/her to build a new universe of meanings in which he/she can find a profound meaning for each of the occurrences that see him/her called to action within the institution (Stensaker et al., 2017; Sutherland, 2018).

Starting from these suggestions, Faculty Development actions should follow a systemic and multifocal logic according to which they should not be considered as “single initiatives,” organized in a “sectionalized way,” but as connected initiatives according to a principle of mutual reinforcement. In this way, acting at different levels but consistently, it is possible to promote a “flexible” development, capable of rethinking itself even in unforeseen solicitations. In such a perspective, digital tools can represent an essential resource because they allow to emphasize their multi-perspective soul, both by creating opportunities for exchange and comparison and allowing a modular and integrated management of the initiatives.

Furthermore, the holistic approach, starting from the ecological thinking of Bronfenbrenner (1979), identifies three organizational levels, namely micro, meso and macro: it is evident that, from an operational point of view, most of Faculty Development’s actions are oriented one toward the other of these levels. However, individual initiatives should maintain a contact that allows them to promote an organic growth of the individual teacher (micro level), of the groups of individuals belonging to the same organizational unit (meso) and of the academic organization as a whole (macro; Hannah and Lester, 2009; Roxå and Mårtensson, 2012; Simmons, 2020; Dorner and Mårtensson, 2021).

Hence, this means that it is necessary to be aware of the reciprocal influences within the FD programs even if they are focused on different organizational levels and, for this reason, these FD programs need to be “integrated” in the same “framework,” thus linking them to a bigger, strategic aim. From an operational point of view, this means, for example, that the Faculty Development intervention should be organized with the aim to enhance the individual faculty members, such as a training intervention aimed at improving the design skills of the involved teachers, acting on a “micro” level. But it is also possible to think of an intervention that has as its purpose the introduction of a specific innovative teaching strategy within a course of study: in this case the objective is both the professional development of the individual teacher and the raising in the quality of the course of study, placing itself at a meso level. This does not mean, however, that there are no links between these two actions and consequently between these two levels. Indeed, these links are intrinsic to the very nature of the context in which they are inserted, which is systemic by its nature. Therefore, it becomes essential to be aware of these reciprocal influences and focus on them upstream, inserting them within a project of overall meaning.

Therefore, this Faculty Development approach provides interesting stimuli to promote an action planning that consciously fits into the complex and multifocal dimension of academic institutions, starting from the specificities of a challenging contemporary context and contemporary debate. However, these indications may appear to be poorly defined from a programmatic point of view and require a specific effort to be translated into application. Now we can see a practical application of the holistic approach and then derive indications to model it for a more “transversal use.”



2. An experience at the Verona University

A concrete example of what is here described, is represented by two FD actions promoted by the University Teaching and Learning Center (TaLC) of Verona University, one dedicated to teachers (“Formarsi per Formare”) and one dedicated to students (“Competenze Trasversali”).

The “Formarsi per Formare” program is an initiative aimed to develop faculty members’ teaching skills. It is structured into different activities: some meetings are seminars focused on specific contents (for example a teaching strategy, a lesson design model, or also a teaching innovation experience conducted by a colleague) aimed to promote, among the participants, a discussion about the topic in order to reflect on its possible implication in their own teaching. Others are workshop paths, each of them organized into three or four different meetings with a more action-oriented purpose. Their aim is usually to deepen a specific topic connected to academic teaching by providing the participants with the tools needed to connect these elements with their actions. All the meetings are online and synchronously conducted, but they are also registered and available to the staff through intranet. Furthermore, the materials that aim at communicating to faculty members the objective of the program as well as its organizational logic and potential, are disseminated through intranet. In particular, it is highlighted how the program is intended as an action aimed at promoting didactic innovation with specific reference to the dissemination of active teaching strategies. Finally, although potentially open to all University teachers, the program is specifically organized and promoted with reference to new hires.

The “Competenze Trasversali” program promotes training courses open to all Verona University’s students, aimed to support their development from a personal, professional, and civic point of view. Starting from the framework “Life skills for Europe,” the courses are organized into nine areas and propose skill-based courses connected to relevant issues in students’ daily life (i.e., “Positive conflict management”), sometimes related to topical issues (i.e., “Intercultural communication”). The courses are held in digital mode (mainly but not exclusively in synchronous) and use an e-learning platform (Moodle) for the management of the moments of comparison or assessment activities required for the certification of the acquired skills. In this case, the information is disseminated both through the page dedicated to the project, which has a specific section within the web space of the Teaching and Learning Center, and through Moodle. All the courses are conducted online and the teachers are able to choose among the synchronous mode (carrying out the interventions through the University web conference tool, or Zoom), the asynchronous mode (through the Panopto platform, integrated, in the University of Verona, with Zoom and Moodle), or the “mixed mode” that intertwines synchronous and asynchronous activities. Even in this case, the structure of the project as well as its objective are conveyed in order to promote useful skills in the students both from a personal and professional point of view, without neglecting the dimension of civic engagement. To define the set of courses that will be proposed to the students before the start of each semester, TaLC submits to the teachers a call for proposals in which they are invited to elaborate a project aimed at the development of a specific life skill, starting from a format provided by the Center. The stimulus that is given to teachers is to devise a training experience that promotes life skills by targeting one of the areas proposed in the format, starting from a crucial, or in any case debated, topic which can involve all the students (for example the energy sources of the future for the Environmental area or Cybersecurity for the Digital area).

Teaching and Learning Center provides support for the definition of the project ideas and, downstream of the call process, analyzes each one of them suggesting, if necessary, a recalibration action to make the proposal better adhere to the project framework. Each course has a responsible teacher, who is the proponent, but he/she can make use of the collaboration of other teachers inside the University (often belonging to different disciplinary areas) as well as of external experts. For each course, TaLC also provides for the implementation of a specific Moodle space, giving support, where necessary, even in the management phase.

After the courses have been defined, TaLC organizes an overall calendar that takes into account all the activities, in order to avoid internal overlap, publishing the calendar on a dedicated page where the overall framework in which the program is inserted is further recalled as well as its general objectives. In the same online space, the administrative indications that regulate the program are also specified and, for each course, there are included a brief description and a summary information sheet that lists the teacher or the teachers involved, the main focus, the program, the calendar, the teaching methods and the assessment tools as well as a link to the specific Moodle space. The page also contains references to the TaLC team and in particular to the teaching tutor assigned to the project. Once this space has been prepared, direct communications are sent to all the students through the University app, which refers to the dedicated web page. At the same time, the request to disseminate the initiative to their students is sent to the Departments’ offices of the University.

At the end of each course, the students must undergo an end-of-course assessment with the aim to verify the achievement of the objectives of expected learning, in terms of skills. The modalities to carry out this evaluation action are decided autonomously by each teacher, however, as mentioned, the TaLC offers support to the teachers in order to harmonize the evaluation phase with the project’s global objectives. Finally, once the courses have been completed and the assessments collected, the administrative staff of TaLC will liaise with the Departments’ Offices and with the IT Department in order to insert micro-credential in the student’s career.

Although they are two separate programs, they have essential elements of continuity within them. Firstly, they are two connected axes of the “UNIVR per l’innovazione didattica—2021-2023” project (valid for the University Triennial Programming), promoting a vision of FD in which the enrichment of both teachers and students represents two sides of the same coin, each one essential to support the growth of University. In fact, on closer inspection, even if the focuses of the two programs are apparently different and located at two different organizational levels (“Formarsi per Formare” is mainly placed at a meso level by virtue of its specific focus on new hires, while the program “Competenze trasversali” is placed at a micro level because it aims at the development of the individual students involved in the project) they are closely related. “Formarsi per Formare” has, as underlined, the purpose to promote didactic innovation with particular reference to the diffusion of active learning, but we know that active learning does not only improve the students’ academic skills but also their life skills, establishing a direct link with the “Competenze trasversali” project.

Secondly, “Formarsi per Formare” is both a formative moment and the starting point for a stronger relationship between the teachers of the University and the staff of the TaLC. Indeed, in many cases, the teachers who attended “Formarsi per Formare” decided to be actively committed in promoting teaching innovation by choosing to dedicate part of their time to design and implement a course belonging to the program “Competenze Trasversali,” therefore putting into action what they have learned about teaching innovation at the service of all the students of the University and taking advantage of this opportunity as a professional challenge. In a more general sense, we can say that both programs are linked to a single transversal objective, namely to promote a more student-oriented university education within the University of Verona.

Furthermore, the way in which digital tools have been used to unite the projects is not only a tool to conduct activities and certify the acquired skills (for both experiences, the certification through micro-credentials are foreseen: this certification is already activated for the “Competenze Trasversali” project, while it will be activated from 2022/2023 for “Formarsi per Formare”), but it also is a tool to communicate to the involved subjects the global dimension within which the initiatives were inserted.

Hence, these two projects, even if they have “their own life,” are part of a wider framework that, thanks to their mutual positive interactions, promotes a systemic vision of FD at the University of Verona, according to which the growth of the institution is the result of the growth of individuals, within a harmonious and articulated environment.



3. To analyze in order to optimize


3.1. The data and the methodological framework

The two projects presented here are part of a design that refers to the holistic approach of Faculty Development: consequently, they should have highlighted, albeit starting from different organizational levels, reciprocal connections and links to a common framework, promoting what has been here referred to as “internal globalization.” But did this really happen? In order to answer this question, it was considered useful to investigate the results of a survey carried out on the “Competenze Trasversali” program, in its first edition, and thus still in an “experimental” phase, which required specific attention in order to identify those elements on which to act for its optimization. The decision to analyze the feedback of the students who participated in the “Competenze Trasversali” program, and not the ones of the teachers who participated in the “Formarsi per Formare” program is not accidental. The idea behind this choice is that teachers, as they are faculty members and therefore more involved in the political and organizational life of the University, can be more aware of the global framework toward which the Faculty Development initiatives are deliberately placed. On the other side, both due to their role and the transitory nature of their experience within the academic institution, students can grasp the logic that underlies the various initiatives with greater difficulty. This is why, for the purpose of this paper, it is particularly interesting to investigate their point of view.

Indeed, the program started in the academic year 2020/2021 (the same year in which the “Formarsi per Formare” path was inaugurated in a structural way), and was composed of 32 courses and saw the participation of 3,510 students. At the end of the first year of the project (which took place during the academic year 2020/2021), it was decided to carry out a follow-up activity in order to investigate students’ experience, with the aim to identify its characteristics and use the collected insights to optimize the route. The follow-up was carried out in September 2021 by means of a survey (including both open and closed questions) conducted through the Lime Survey platform arranged for the sending of the link to some students who participated in the project in the academic year 2020/2021. More specifically, the request to participate has been sent to students who have attended a selection of courses conducted in the first semester in the 2020/2021 academic year. Being a follow-up, this choice was made so that the participants had definitively completed the experience. The request was sent to a total of 1,558 students. Of these, 778 completed the survey only in the part concerning closed questions, while 244 decided to complete also the part concerning open (optional) questions. Here, consistent with the purpose of this paper, the focus will be on the students who answered the open-ended questions. Although the data are not statistically representative of the population, all the reposted responses were considered. The open questions were intended to investigate the students’ experience and asked them in particular to identify the specificities of the path, suggesting both strengths and areas for improvement.

Indeed, in order to collect the data an open-answer survey, organized into four main questions (preceded by some profiling questions) inspired by SWOT Analysis, was designed. SWOT Analysis is a strategic planning method, which was developed at the Stanford Research Institute in the 1960s. Its purpose is to analyze the performance of specific programs or services in order to hypothesize changes that can improve their effectiveness. In order to do this, it focuses its attention on the strengths of a specific experience (Strengths); on its weak points (Weaknesses); on its opportunities for improvement (Opportunities), and on the risks it faces (Threats; Hill and Westbrook, 1997). In the last 2 decades, this tool has become more and more popular within academic institutions thanks to its capability to evaluate an academic program and identify its possible areas of development without reducing its complexity to a minimum common denominator and without using excessively standardized products, which would inevitably fail to capture its specificity. This is possible because it connects a focused gaze with the possibility, for the ones involved in the survey, to express their opinion in a wide and open way, thus highlighting unexpected needs and allowing a strategic development perspective (Gordon et al., 2000; Panagiotou, 2003; Helmes and Nixon, 2010; Leiber et al., 2018; Safonov et al., 2021).

In this case, a simplified version of SWOT Analysis was used with two questions focused on Strengths and Weaknesses. However, weaknesses, in accordance with the transformative vision that animates the project, were defined as something more than “something lacking”: indeed, the second question has been focused on the identification of the “Areas for improvement.” This is because, in this way, what was under the light were not the mere “gaps,” but the necessary actions to remedy them. Then, a third question asked to the students to specify what kind of courses they would consider useful to be implemented in the next edition of the program, another useful element for the optimization of the program itself. All of these choices were made within the framework offered by the concept of developmental evaluation, according to which evaluation should be a fluid process that must define its tools and procedures consistently with its essential aim, which is not simply to identify the critical areas, but to pinpoint the optimization actions needed by the program submitted to analysis (Patton, 2006, 2016).

The answers to the open questions were analyzed using the content analysis, by virtue of its flexibility and ability to guide the data analysis process toward a progressive definition and systematization of its salient elements, allowing to synthesize the core elements without for this losing its nuances (Elo and Kyngäs, 2008; Ramirez-Montoya et al., 2017). Besides, the inductive content analysis emphasizes, as stated by the name itself, the inductive element by acting on the basis of the principles of identification and clustering of the significant elements and allowing the creation of a coding system that can have different levels of abstraction (Smith, 2000; Elo and Kyngäs, 2008). In this case, consistently with the tool used to collect the data, the analysis of the open questions has produced a coding organized in two main categories (Strengths and Areas of improvement), and within each of these areas the main features were identified through an inductive analysis (Hsiehm and Shannon, 2005; White and Marsh, 2006; Elo and Kyngäs, 2008), while the answers to the third question were analyzed through a separate process in order to identify the areas which should be implemented.



3.2. The analysis

The content analysis carried out on the feedback provided by the students made it possible to develop the coding presented below, which identifies the elements that emerged as “strengths” and as “areas for improvement.” In order to give a more in-depth reading, the frequencies with which these labels emerged from the data are also reported, expressed in terms of percentages.

[image: Table1]

This analysis allowed us to identify important elements useful for the redesign of the program, understanding which aspects needed to be consolidated and which ones, instead, needed corrective actions. Nevertheless, besides this, this analysis can also lead us to understand whether the inclusion of the “Competenze Trasversali” program in a broader framework, in close relationship with the initiatives aimed at teachers (“Formarsi per Formare” program), also allows accomplishing another step. Indeed, the heuristic action here performed also allows us to understand whether from the data emerge elements which are capable to verify the effectiveness of the approach in which they fit, i.e., the holistic approach to Faculty Development, which led to the design of the “Competenze Trasversali” program with specific attention to the elements of coherence between this project and the other Faculty Development actions promoted by the Teaching and Learning Center (as the “Formarsi per Formare” program, which in a certain sense constitutes its counterpart.)

First of all, starting from the strengths, we can see that even if the elements specified by students are different (“Enrichment with respect to what has been learned within one’s own studies,” “Applicability of the skills developed in daily life,” etc.) many of them focus attention on a same aspect, which is the multiformity of the different courses belonging to the program (“Many opportunities of personal growth,” “Many opportunities of professional growth,” “Diversified and interdisciplinary courses,” and Richness of the educational offer”). This lead to affirm that this multiformity of the program was explicitly recognized by the students as an element capable of helping them to go beyond their own experience, sometimes even seeing “usual” issues from different points of view.


"[The strength of the program is] the possibility of choosing courses that do not necessarily have to do with one's own course of study, [which] allows you to get out of your" bubble "by participating in experiences that are radically different from those you can be accustomed" (Int. 183).

"[A strong point is] the integration of different fields of knowledge, the possibility of learning about topics that cannot be easily defined in a particular area" (Int. 78).
 

In these extracts, students highlight the importance to integrate the specialist knowledge they develop within their own study paths with insights and reflections deriving from other disciplinary areas. The fact that students recognize the positive value of this interaction is significant, first of all because it reveals how they are aware that such mixtures are essential for the formation of a well-rounded member of our society, who possesses robust professional training but also has the necessary knowledge and skills to be an equipped and responsible individual and citizen. Secondly, these reflections show a positive consciousness of how the interaction among different disciplinary areas leads to mutual enrichment, laying the foundations for a second interdisciplinary look that also enriches professional training.

Nevertheless, at the same time, from the students’ answers the awareness also emerged of the presence of a unique “matrix” that surrounds the whole Program.


"The strong point [is…] the construction of the project itself which allows you to try out various types of paths linked together" (Int. 113).

"The strength [is…] the transversality but also the diversity of the courses [offered by the program]" (Int. 27).

“[A strong point is] the integration of different fields of knowledge” (In. 78)
 

The fact that, albeit in an unfocused way, we can find in the students’ answers traces of awareness of what we could call “unity in multiformity” is significant, because it makes evident how the construction of a shared framework in which the activities are inserted and the effort to communicate the presence of this framework to the students has been perceived by the recipients of the program, even if the presentation of the common logics underlying the project needs to be further emphasized. In other words, students are telling us that they can “see” the architecture underlying the program, which combines the wealth of training offers with a clear general logic that “links” these courses, so different from each other, through a common “matrix.” The realization of this goal owes much to the possibilities provided by digital tools. Central is the use of a learning platform, global but capable to support a wide differentiation and offer support to extremely diversified learning activities. This is an embodiment of the use of digitalization as a way to reach “unity in diversity,” concretely promoting a shared vision of learning and teaching among the faculty members.

A second important aspect concerns the enhancement of active learning experiences: students explicitly indicated the use of active teaching methodologies within the course as the strong point of the project. As pointed out, although this was not mandatory within the program, teachers were encouraged to use what they had learned in the “Formarsi per Formare” course within the courses belonging to the “Competenze trasversali” Program. In the students’ answers, there are clear references to this teaching choice, which was valued by the course participants as one of the strengths of the Program (“Innovative topics and teaching strategies”).


“[The strong point is] the didactic [modality], the possibility of actively participating and being able to share personal experiences” (Int. 125).

"The interactivity between students and teacher and between students is also excellent" (In. 196).
 

This shows how the students of these courses are aware of how the teachers’ use of active learning methodologies has facilitated the acquisition of knowledge and skills that were outside their area of expertise. It also shows how the active and participatory dimension has been an important element to support the students’ motivation in attending these courses. Obviously, not all the teachers involved in the project were equally able to implement active teaching strategies, however, the fact that this aspect is a relevant element for the students is reiterated, through a sort of “cross-check,” by some labels belonging to the area dedicated to the improvement points, since some students explicitly ask to increase the interactive dimension (“More active learning activities”).


"[A suggestion would be to] make the course more interactive"—(Int. 254).

“Use examples closer to reality”—Int. 143.

“More exercises”—Int. 117.
 

The fact that students can “see” the role of the teaching choices aimed at promoting greater interactivity and their consequent active participation in teaching activities is certainly an element in favor of the positive link between the two programs promoted by the TaLC. At the same time, the students’ request to increase this aspect in the courses that have introduced it only in a minority, represents an element that makes us understand how active learning is considered by the students themselves to be particularly effective in promoting life skills. A link of reciprocal influence is therefore clearly outlined between the “Formarsi per Formare” and the “Competenze Trasversali “programs. In fact, on the one hand, teachers are able to effectively put to good use what they have learned in the training course dedicated to them, therefore putting themselves to the test in particularly challenging courses (both for the type of users that these courses collect, given that they are open to all University students without distinction of the course of study, and for the innovativeness of the project itself, which is placed in an extracurricular dimension). On the other hand, students themselves, thanks to these experiences, become aware of the potential of a teaching approach that sees them more empowered but also more active, through their participation in their own learning process. Also, in this case the use of the digital dimension has been functional in consolidating this bond. In particular, since both programs are conducted using digital tools, this has allowed teachers to “experience” the same tools from two different perspectives (as teachers and as learners), thus promoting a more multifocal vision of them as well as a more aware and shrewder use of them.

Lastly, a final element that emerged from the analysis of the data and which appears to be linked to our initial focus, albeit in a less direct way than the previous two, concerns the dissemination of the initiative. Although not in large numbers, some excerpts, indeed, highlighted the need to give greater visibility to the initiative:


"[The courses] could be more widespread" (Int. 116).

"[The program] should be more publicized" (Int. 140).
 

However, this is not just a “practical problem,” it is an essential aspect within an initiative that makes the communication through digital tools a characterizing element of its structure. If on one hand, indeed, the communication that took place was sufficient to make several students aware of the presence of a global framework to which the activities referred (as highlighted above), on the other, however, the need was felt to push even more on the dissemination of the initiative and make more “present” within the panorama of our university, not only the very existence of the initiative but above all the sense that supports it. This aspect is instead essential, especially with respect to the starting point of this paper, which is the desire to increase the “internal globalization” of the university in relation to Faculty Development issues because digital tools can support not only moments of dissemination but also of comparison and shared reflection. If we start from this perspective, the dissemination of the initiative is not simply an element functional to its “popularity”: actually, as regards this aspect we could safely conclude that the problem did not arise, because the Program “Competenze Trasversali,” at its debut, involved 3,510 students out of 25,533 students enrolled in the University of Verona (almost 14% of the enrolled students). The problem here is wider: if the choice made here was to use the holistic approach to Faculty Development as a tool to support the development of linked initiatives, capable of placing themselves in a logic of “mutual reinforcement” while supporting the confrontation on these issues within the university, the fact that the students claimed greater dissemination of the initiative is both good and bad news. It is good news because it means that the action aimed at stimulating a greater “liveliness” of the internal debate has reached the students, making them aware of the need to improve the communication that the university addresses to itself and its members. It is bad news because (as was to be expected) if an important step has been taken toward the right direction, many are still those to be taken in order to reach the final goal.

In the end, the results of the analysis show that: (a) students appreciated the diversification of the training experiences, but they are also aware of the presence of a global framework surrounding them; (b) they particularly appreciated those teachers who used active learning and ask for more experiences connected to this approach; and (c) finally, they think that the program deserves an even more “strong” diffusion across the university. What does this tell us about our starting point? What was presented here was the choice to organize the Faculty Development activities using the holistic approach as a keystone that aims at promoting a systemic and multifocal logic. The digitalization of these programs has made it possible to emphasize this link because it has embodied a way to reach “unity in diversity” which is essential for the fulfillment of this goal. Hence, the systemic vision that is at the basis of these programs and their realization through digital tools emerged from this analysis as elements fruitful connected one to another. Their connection led to the implementation of Faculty Development actions in which the presence of a global framework clearly appears, putting in evidence the presence of the reciprocal influences among the different Faculty Development programs and, at the same time, it also increased the awareness about the importance of promoting a confrontation among academic institutions, emphasizing that the internal globalization is a goal that deserves to be reached.




4. Conclusion

In conclusion, what emerges here is the idea that the FD should understand its mission as the embodiment of multifaceted, prismatic actions, which, despite their being composed of different “sides,” are, nonetheless, capable of establishing among them important points of contact and mutual influence. From an operational point of view, the different Faculty Development actions should be designed “upstream” posing specific attention to these “points of contact” which represent the cornerstones from which the design starts. Only in this way, the different programs can be connected providing mutual reinforcement and linking the objectives of the different actions together so that one is not only coherent but also functional to the realization of the other. If properly designed, even programs that refer to different organizational levels can be integrated into a setting where the individual objectives are linked to a broader and more transversal global framework, aimed at an articulated but harmonious growth of the institution. This choice obviously presents complexities from an organizational point of view, as it requires a complex effort, and can be made possible only by a fully structured Faculty Development Center supported by the university governance. However, if the need from which we are starting will bring a real and lasting change in the institution, the effort to maximize the effectiveness of the interventions is worth to be taken.1 The role that digital tools can play in this horizon is on a double level: on one hand, nowadays they are a management instrument that is an integral part of the learning and teaching actions of Higher Education and, if used in a conscious way, they can multiply the possibilities to personalize the teaching activity, promoting that flexibility and multifocality able to reach “unity in diversity.” On the other hand, they can be used as a method of “dissemination” of the Faculty Development programs of the University with the aim to support the “internal globalization” to which reference has been made. To achieve this purpose, it is necessary that they are used in a coherent and integrated way and at the same time that they specifically convey the existence of those “points of contact” to which reference has been made, that is, the link among the different Faculty Development programs, by putting in the spotlight the existence of the “positive reinforcements” that bind them. In this way, digital tools would become “sounding boards” for the holistic approach that inspires Faculty Development actions and could support a process of change capable of recognizing and embracing the systemic dimension of the academic institution.
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Footnotes

1   In this regard, it is worth noting that, consistently with the developmental approach (Patton, 2006, 2016), the conducted analysis was also used as a starting point to optimize Faculty Development initiatives. This led, for example, in the academic years 2021/2022 and 2022/2023 to the introduction of training courses and workshops included in the “Formarsi per Formare” program dedicated to active learning.
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