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Although the change agent (CA) and its role in faculty development is not a well known
and formalized in the higher education landscape, it is becoming an emerging phenonmenon on
the international level. A CA is “a person who facilitates planned change or planned innovation”
(Havelock, 1973, p.5). CAs are also described as charismatic employees, who support the
organizational change process by creating a positive atmosphere and fostering shared consensus
for the transition process (Palumbo, & Manna, 2019). They also help the organization and its
members to develop and improve their ability to implement change (Ulrich, 1997; Rusaw,
2007). Faculty developers, leaders and faculty learning communities have been recognized as
CAs that can guide educational organizations in their transition to learning organization (Cox,
2001; Patrick & Aetcher, 1998; Watkins, 2005). CAs can act as “a catalyst” in the changing
process, addressing faculty dissatisfaction and needs, potentially upsetting the status quo
(Havelock, 1973, p.7). In this sense they play a reflecting role, which allows the development of
shared understandings about organizational change (Palumbo, & Manna, 2019). They can also
behave as “resource linkers”, mediating between needs and resources (financial, expertise in
change process) by making links between people and the system (Havelock, 1973, p.7). CAs
perform at different levels of higher education institutions and encourage collaboration among
the people and across disciplines (Cox, 2001; Patrick & Aetcher, 1998; Watkins, 2005) “enacting
a sort of transformative learning which nurtures organizational change” (Palumbo, & Manna,
2019, p.745).

In 2016, the University of Padua (UNIPD) started a faculty development program,
Teaching4Learning@Unipd (T4L), with the goals to promote innovation in university didactics
and the creation of faculty learning communities that support teaching practices. Among its
components, T4L offers a training course for CAs (Fedeli, 2019). The training course is designed
according to constructivist principles designed according to constructivist principles (Wenger,
1998; Fox, 2001), and framed by transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 2000; Taylor &
Cranton, 2012). Indeed transformative learning provides an understanding for the learning
process of change and a framework for teaching for change among adult learners (Tennant,
2012). Also, it has already been used by other scholars in higher education settings, human
resources and training and faculty development programs (Taylor, & Mezirow, 2012). Moreover,
interest in fostering transformative learning as an approach to promote teacher transformation is
increasing. The program, like transformative learning has as its core element: encouraging the
sharing of individual experience, promoting critical reflection and dialogue, encouraging a
holistic orientation to teaching, and fostering authentic relationships (Taylor, 2012).

Within this framework, the study aimed to answer the following questions:

e What changes in terms of teaching phylosophy, beliefs and values related to
teaching and learning occur in CA as a result of the training process?



e What changes in termes of teaching perspective related to practices occur in CA
as a result of the training experience?

Methodology

The training experience of 11 aspiring CA started in April 2021 and ending in December
2021 was examined (out of the 20 faculty members initially enrolled, only who completed the
course and volutarely partecipated in the reseasch as been considered).

Specifically, this study aimed to investigate the change in participants' perspectives and
philosophy related to teaching and learning from a transformative learning point of view.
Therefore, reflections on teaching and learning before and after the training process were
compared to identify any changes in beliefs, values, and practices (developed as a result of the
training experience). An Open-ended questionnaire (8 questions) was administrated to collect
data before the start of the course and at the end of it. The questions were designed to help them
to articulate their educational philosophy. Furthermore, the administration of the Teaching
Perspective Inventory (TPI) at the beginning and end of the course supported scholars in
detecting changes related to the teaching perspectives and practices of the participants (Fedeli &
Tino, 2019; Pratt et al., 2016). Qualitative analysis of answers using Atlas.ti08 software is
conducted. Instead, descriptive analysis through Excel sheets are carried out for quantitative
data.

Results and conclusions

The following dimensions emerged from the qualitative analysis, also offering answers to
the first research question. Promotion of personal and professional growth, empathy, sharing and
involvement of students had initially characterized the teaching philosophy of the faculty. Only
one faculty member stated that his/her principles and values had not changed after the training
and only two not to be changed as teachers. Others declared that the course allowed them to
reinforce the values they already possessed and to have gained greater awareness of them.
Moreover, at the end, most of the participants said they had changed their role as teachers,
viewing teaching as an activity of research and experimentation, paying more attention to the
introduction and synthesis of the topics addressed in the course, to the timing of the proposed
activities, to the individual and collective planning of teaching, offering more engaging and
collaborative activities to the students and considering the sharing and discussions with
colleagues more important. Also, some felt more confident and comfortable in teaching.
Opportunity for in-depth study of the topics covered in the CA course and for discussion and
sharing of experiences with other in-training CA were cited as responsible for changes in their
teaching philosophy and practices. In fact, most of CAs said their teaching had improved as a
result of attending the course and that they had become more inclined to collaborate with
colleagues on didactic issues, to take part in peer observation initiatives and use peer feedback
with colleagues, to promote didactic innovation in their departments. On the other hand, the CAs
still seem reluctant to propose peer-obsevation activities, due to the discomfort experienced in an
initial experiment.

The comparison of initial and final result of the TPI also revealed a slight variation in the
teaching perspectives (see figurel).



Figure 1: TPI results at beginning (t1) and end (t2) of CA training course, n.11 respondents
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These results appear to be consistent with what CAs reported in the questionnaires and answer
positively to the second research question. Surprisingly, the training course has changed, albeit
slightly, the philosophy and teaching perspectives of the CAs, although these types of changes
are incremental and tend to occur after long term experiences. The impacts produced by the
course in just eight months further underscore the transformative power of the initiative
undertaken. Therefore, the T4L project will continue to train new CAs and to invite the
community to reflect on the role and actions brought by these professionals within the UNIPD.
Future research could explore the institution-wide impacts of training these key figures and
explore their long-term transformative potential. Limitations of this study are related to the small
numebrs of CAs involved and also to the lack of more in deep investigations through inteviews
and focus groups, but we are planning these actions for the coming months.
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