
Quality teaching matters: perspectives 
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ABSTRACT
This position paper attempts to ground the discussion on improving the quality of teaching in
the context of Higher Education (HE) in order to take concrete directions toward what in the sci-
entific literature is identified as a culture of quality in education. This concept implies an ap-
proach to continuing monitoring, reflection and change toward innovation through main stake-
holders’ engagement. The paper will hence briefly introduce the policy context and research
background at international and national level, in order to analyze the opportunities of imple-
menting a culture of quality regarding teaching at the University of Trento. Furthermore, it will
make a number of recommendations for the concrete implementation of the approach. The
document is hence divided into the following parts:
A first part, introducing the policy context regarding agenda for the modernization of HE in Eu-
rope and at international level. In this context, the issue of quality teaching is focused as key el-
ement towards better quality of Higher Education.
A second part, regarding the importance and forms of innovation in pedagogical approaches in
HIgher Education, as well as the conditions of professional development in academic staff re-
garding better teaching.
A third part, consisting on the research carried out by our research unit within the University of
Trento, regarding the issue of quality in Higher Education.
A fourth part is devoted to introduce recommendations for the implementation of concrete
measures and interventions at institutional level. 

Questo position paper intende definire la posizione del nostro gruppo di ricerca per ciò che
riguarda la discussione in atto nel nostro paese relativamente alla qualità della didattica univer-
sitaria, con lo scopo ultimo di fornire concrete indicazioni per l’innovazione e per arrivare ad
una diffusa cultura di qualità della didattica accademica. Tale concetto, emergente nella letter-
atura europea, implica un approccio di continuo monitoraggio, riflessione e cambiamento ver-
so l’innovazione attraverso il coinvolgimento degli stakeholders. Si parte da una breve intro-
duzione sul policy context, il contesto nazionale ed internazionale di programmazione politica
per il cambiamento dell’Università e la necessità che ne consegue di implementare una didatti-
ca di qualità; seguito dalla presentazione delle ricerche più significative sulla tematica. Tale con-
testualizzazione è la base necessaria per comprendere le opportunità e le necessità d’interven-
to. Infine, sulla base delle nostre pregresse ricerche, formuliamo alcune raccomandazioni per
la concreta implementazione di un approccio verso la costruzione di una cultura di qualità del-
la didattica. Il documento si compone pertanto da:
Una prima parte, che introduce il contesto relativo all’agenda di modernizzazione del-
l’Istruzione superiore a livello internazionale ed europeo, mostrando come la tematica della
qualità in generale, e la qualità relativa alla didattica universitaria in modo specifico, risultino es-
sere elemento fondamentale della suddetta agenda. 
La seconda parte, che riguarda il background di ricerca scientifica relativamente alle forme di
innovazione nella didattica universitaria considerando gli sviluppi della ricerca educativa negli
ultimi 40 anni. 
La terza parte, che illustra il lavoro di ricerca condotto nell’ambito della tematica qualità e inseg-
namento universitario nel nostro gruppo di ricerca, denominato labINDIA-Laboratorio Inno-
vazione Didattica Accademica, presso l’Università di Trento. 
La quarta parte, che introduce le raccomandazioni per l’implementazione di concrete misure e
interventi a livello istituzionale con riguardo alla qualità della didattica universitaria. 
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1. Quality in Higher Education

1.1 The agenda for the modernization of Higher Education at international level

It is universally recognized that universities are key players for the future and for
the successful transition to a knowledge-based economy and society but also
that this crucial sector of the economy and of the society needs in-depth restruc-
turing and modernization. There is agreement in recent studies in North Ameri-
ca and Europe (EURYDICE, 2012) (European Commission: 2006, 2011a, 2011b)
about the drivers of the necessary change.1

A US paper focusing on the HE trends introduces the question as follows: 

The world of post-secondary education remains unsettled, driven in
part by the economic turmoil, but also by the realities of continuing
changes in political and business interest in an educated workforce.
While it appeared that the economy was slowly turning up in the US,
the Japanese tsunami and earthquake, continued debt crises in Europe,
and a weaker than hoped for recovery have stalled hopes of significant
increase in employment. It remains to be seen how this recession will
further the globalization and reordering of higher education. Mean-
while, demographics, technology and research on learning push insti-
tutions to change. (Grummon, 2012 (8) 1)

In the case of European policy papers, we read that: 

Modernisation of Europe’s universities, involving their interlinked roles
of education, research and innovation, has been acknowledged not on-
ly as a core condition for the success of the broader Lisbon Strategy, but
as part of the wider move towards an increasingly global and knowled-
ge-based economy. The main items on the agenda for change have be-
en identified2 and given added momentum by the European Council: at
the informal meeting at Hampton Court in October 2005, R&D and uni-
versities were acknowledged as foundations of European competitive-
ness; the 2006 Spring European Council agreed on stronger action at
European level to drive forward this agenda in universities and rese-
arch, which should be implemented by the end of 2007 in the context
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1 Note of authors. While this paper is the result of collaboration and agreement between
the authors, the specific contributions have been made as follows:
Patrizia Ghislandi supervised the whole article structure and rationale. Furthermore,
she wrote the following paragraphs: § 3.Our research focus: the quality of the acade-
mic teaching and learning process, § 4.1. Our Proposal in four points and two steps; §
5. Conclusions.
Juliana Raffaghelli curated the final paper version and wrote the following paragraphs: §
1. Quality in Higher Education, § 2.Innovations in HE pedagogical approach for quality, §
4.Scaffolding Pedagogical Quality Cultures in higher education: some recommenda-
tions.

2 “Mobilising the brainpower of Europe: enabling universities to make their full contribu-
tion to the Lisbon Strategy”, COM(2005) 152 of 20 April 2005 and Council Resolution of 15
November 2005- Creating an Innovative Europe, Expert Group chaired by Mr Aho, Euro-
pean Commission, January 2006. 



of the renewed partnership for growth and employment3. In the Natio-
nal Reform Programmes based on the Integrated Guidelines for
Growth and Jobs4, Member States refer generally to these issues, but
few address them as a national priority. Yet these changes are necessa-
ry to regenerate Europe’s own approach, not to replicate any imported
model. They are equally necessary in order to reinforce the societal ro-
les of universities in a culturally and linguistically diverse Europe. (Eu-
ropean_Commission, 2006)

The Erasmus LLP programme policy priorities for 20125 aimed at supporting
Member States’ reforms of their HE systems, stresses the need of making them
more coherent and more responsive to the needs of the knowledge society. The
priorities in fact indicate that: «[Member states] should enable higher education
institutions (HEI) to play a decisive role in the ‘Europe of Knowledge’ and make a
strong contribution to support the strategic framework ET 20206 and the EU 2020
Strategy7, in particular its headline target to increase the share of the population
aged 30-34 having completed tertiary education (or equivalent) to 40% in 2020.
Out of the seven EU 2020 Strategy’s flagship initiatives the following are most re-
levant for higher education policy: “Youth on the Move”, “An Agenda for new
skills and jobs” as well as “The Innovation Union”» (LLP Strategic Priorities, 2012).

Consistently, the last Eurydice report on HE (EURYDICE, 2012), produced in
the context of the Bologna follow-up group, attest that:

The Higher Education landscape in 2012 has been transformed by the
Bologna Process. All countries have made significant changes that have
enabled the European Higher Education Area to emerge, and which ha-
ve laid the ground for Higher Education that is serving an increasing
range of societal demands. Higher Education structures have been
changed, quality assurance systems developed, mechanisms to facilita-
te mobility established, and a range of issues for the social dimension
of Higher Education identified. The scale of a project that, on the basis
of voluntary cooperation, agrees and implements common objectives
for the Higher Education systems of 47 countries is unprecedented. (Eu-
rydice, 2012:2)

The paragraphs above introduced underline that HE institutions are going
through great changes relating to the requirements of today and tomorrow so-
ciety. However, the institutional changes are difficult and slow, depending on ma-
ny variables (internal and external to the institutions) that need to be taken into
account. 

Q
u
al
it
y 
te
ac
h
in
g 
m
at
te
rs

59

3 Conclusions 1 777/06 of 24 March 2006.
4 COM(2005)141 final of 12.04.2005.
5 LLP Programme Strategic Priorities 2012, http://ec.europa.eu/education/llp/doc/call12/

prior_en.pdf 
6 Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European coopera-

tion in education and training (‘ET 2020’), (2009/C119/02): http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexU-
riServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2009:119:0002:0010:EN:PDF 

7 European Strategy 2020: http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm 



According to the above-considered literature and the policy context (Europe-
an Commission, 2006; 2012; Eurydice 2012), the challenges for HE regard the fol-
lowing issues:

– Break down the barriers around universities in Europe;
– Make HE more inclusive and accessible;
– Allow flexible pathways of learning;
– Ensure real autonomy and accountability for universities;
– Provide incentives for structured partnerships with the business community;
– Provide the right mix of skills and competencies for the labour market;
– Make funding work more effective in education and research;
– Enhance interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity;
– Activate knowledge through interaction with society;
– Reward excellence at the highest level;
– Collaborate with other institutions to affirm the own role within the lifelong

learning.

This European and international scenario is corroborated by the Italian deba-
te on the role of universities. The reform launched through the law n. 240/108 in-
troduced regulations for the Italian HE change, based on the need of universities
re-engineering to promote quality in terms of efficiency and effectiveness, as
well as innovation and internationalization, in line with the European and inter-
national reform context. 

This process of reform raised debate about the process and form of imple-
mentation. The CUN (National Universities Conference), in one of the most re-
cent documents9,declared the urgent need of re-analyzing a reform that was put
into practice without initial piloting and progressive introduction, as a massive
and somehow superficial approach (CUN, 2013). 

The CRUI10 considers that the call for reform, within the resolution of the Eu-
ropean Parliament on the contribution of the European institutions to the conso-
lidation and progress of the Bologna Process11 should be slower and meditated.
Taking into consideration the CRUI and CUN positions mentioned above, the
construction of a framework for qualifications; the need of boosting students
and teaching staff mobility; the dissemination of lifelong learning; the reinfor-
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8 Law n. 240/10 of December 30, 2010 (Norme in materia di organizzazione delle univer-
sità, di personale accademico e reclutamento, nonché delega al Governo per incenti-
vare la qualità e l’efficienza del sistema universitario; Regulations regarding the orga-
nization of universities, teaching staff and recruitment, as well as delegation on the Go-
vernment to boost the quality and efficiency of the university system) http://www.nor-
mattiva.it/uri-res/N2Ls?urn:nir:stato:legge:2010-12-30;240!vig=

9 The Declaration of the CUN for the University and research “The emergences of the sy-
stem” (regarding the University system). January 2013. http://www.cun.it/me-
dia/118417/dichiarazione_cun_su_emergenze_sistema.pdf 

10 Conferenza dei Rettori delle Universita’ Italiane / National Conference of Italian Uni-
versity Rectors.

11 European Parliament resolution of 13 March 2012 on the contribution of the European
institutions to the consolidation and progress of the Bologna Process (2011/2180(INI))
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2012-
0072+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN 



cing of the dialogue between university and society are just but some of the
complex issues that require careful negotiation within institutions, as well as
funds available at the national level and for institutional budgets. 

After two years of debate and progressive changes across the national HE sy-
stem and in every university, and due to the situation of youth unemployment,
there is a plea to the university system to be open and prompt to re-address the
own activity toward the compelling needs of the socio-economic context. This is
the case of Law Fornero 92, of June 28, 2012, which claimed for a university that
is to be more integrated in the territory system, open through organizational, re-
search and pedagogical innovations to new forms of learning in line with the
transformation of society and the new jobs. 

1.2 Defining Quality in the European and Italian context

The whole modernization of higher education is strongly based on the quality of
the system organization, research and pedagogy. 

This emphasis was already clear within the Bologna Process activity by 2005;
in fact, during the Bergen meeting (2005), the European Ministries engaged ap-
proved the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Hi-
gher Education Area, a document elaborated by the ENQA (European Association
for the Quality Assurance in Higher Education). The activity of the Bergen mee-
ting led to the recommendations of the European Parliament and of the Council
of 15 February 2006 on further European cooperation in quality assurance in HE12

More recently, the European resolution 3/2012 states that:

… the role of higher education is to provide a learning environment,
open to everyone without discrimination, promoting autonomy, creati-
vity, access to quality education and the broadening of knowledge, and
to this end it is essential to guarantee the involvement of the academic
community as a whole, particularly students, teachers and researchers,
in developing the various stages of university education» (European
Parliament, 2012, op. cit.)

And a more concrete point is made regarding the consolidation of processes
aiming to the EHEA (European Higher Education Area), through this statement:

…Asks the EU, in order to guarantee mutual trust and facilitate recogni-
tion of academic qualifications through the implementation of EQF [Eu-
ropean Qualifications Framework]in each Member State, to consolidate
a system of quality assurance at both European and Member State level;
asks Member States to implement their national quality assurance sy-
stems according to the European Standards and Guidelines on Quality
Assurance (QA), while respecting the diversity of courses and approa-
ches among universities in terms of content and modes of learning; en-
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12 OJ L 64, 4.3.2006, p. 60. http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=
OJ:L:2006:064:0060:0062:EN:PDF



courages QA agencies to apply to the European Quality Assurance Regi-
ster and support their European cooperation and exchange of best prac-
tices also through the European Association for Quality Assurance in Hi-
gher Education (ENQA)» (European Parliament, 2012, op. cit.)

In the specific case of Italy the mentioned context of political debate genera-
ted a strategic moment to implement quality assurance processes in HE; the im-
pact of ENQA recommendations, the Bergen recommendations and further Euro-
pean framework for quality in HE, were crucial at the time of creating the own sy-
stem. In fact, the quality culture is introduced in Italy through accreditation and in-
ternal evaluation processes, promoted by the implementation of the ANVUR (Na-
tional Agency for the Evaluation of Universities and Research Institutes) a body
which was mentioned in the 240/10 law and is also based on the former national
regulation, i.e. the DPR n.76, February 1, 2006.13 The ANVUR role is to support the
processes of innovation through concrete operations of internal and external eva-
luation that allow, hopefully, reflection and engagement of key stakeholders in the
university system, toward a significant and authentic process of change. 

From its settlement in 2011, the ANVUR has been undertaking an intensive ac-
tivity consistent on the three point illustrated below.14

Evaluation of Quality in Research (Valutazione della Qualità della Ricerca,
VQR). The very first concern of ANVUR was the implementation of a project of
evaluation for the quality in research in the whole Italian HE system, covering the
period 2004-2010. The VQR was established by the Decree of the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Research (MIUR) Nr 17 of July 15, 2011. It launched a process of eva-
luation of scientific productivity in 14 disciplinary fields, on the basis of the fol-
lowing quality criteria: relevance, originality/innovation, internationalization.
These criteria lead to the ranking of scientific productivity as Excellent, Good, Ac-
ceptable, Limited. This evaluation is integrated with the analysis of institutional
capacity to attract external resources in research, in-coming and out-going aca-
demic and researchers’ mobility; advanced training organized by institutions; in-
stitutional own resources devoted to research. The participating institutions
(Universities and National Research Centers) will be hence classified taking into
consideration their scientific productivity. The first report and connected ran-
kings were released by June 2013.15

National Certification for the academic/scientific activity (Abilitazione Scien-
tifica Nazionale, ASN). Connected to the VQR, the article Nr. 16 of the Law
240/2010 put the basis for the following Decree of the President of the Italian Re-
public, number 222, of September 14, 2011 which established the criteria for the
selection of candidates entering in the academic profession. The ASN has im-
plied the analysis of requisites of productivity (during 2011-2012) as well as the
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13 National Decree of the Italian President, Regulation regarding the structure and fun-
ctioning of the National Agency for the Evaluation of the University and Research Sy-
stem (Agenzia Nazionale per la Valutazione del Sistema Universitario e della Ricerca —
-ANVUR). http://www.anvur.org/sites/anvur-miur/files/gazzetta-anvur.pdf

14 Elaboration on the basis of information published at ANVUR official site,
www.anvur.org 

15 To see the entire report, consult: http://www.anvur.org/rapporto/ 



implementation of a first process of selection of candidates (2012-2013). The ef-
fort has been consistent for the several disciplines and had different parameters
to consider scientific productivity. Therefore, there was an intense analysis of ty-
pes of publications with a consequent classification of quality publications, that
determined “indicators and median of scientific productivity” for the first time in
Italy. Furthermore, the selection criteria implied the organization of international
committees of evaluators. The shortlist of candidates, applying in July 2012, has
been recently published and the first selection undertaken by December 2013. 

System of Self-Evaluation, Periodic Evaluation and Accrediting (Sistema di Au-
tovalutazione, Valutazione Periodica e Accreditamento, AVA). Also based on the
Law 240/2010, it was established by the Legislative Decree of January 27, 2012. It
encompass the creation of a system for analyzing the quality of academic cour-
ses as well as the course’s institutional context of implementation; b) improve the
efficiency of educational outcomes in terms of students’ retention, satisfaction
and placement; c) strengthen the institutional capacity for self-evaluating the
quality of pedagogical approaches and research. The AVA system was implemen-
ted from 2013 onwards. To that regard, initial informative meetings with several
universities requiring it; as well as national meetings to illustrate the system are
being organized. 

In spite of this clear policy context, the sense of “quality” in education has be-
en a matter of controversies as well as the focus of research and policy recom-
mendations at international level. Every international body working in the field
of education, like UNESCO, OECD, the European Commission, as well as every
state have promoted definitions and frameworks to conceptualize and imple-
ment quality in HE. The ongoing discussion in the field criticizes the dominating
culture of “quality” linked to the industrial production, mostly based on rationa-
lization and conformity to pre-defined standards, that requires the collection of
massive quantitative data, with major interest on educational outputs as a vision
of system’s productivity (Ehlers & Schneckenberg, 2010). Instead, quality of edu-
cation requires reflection and deep understanding of complex contextual ele-
ments, interactions and relational dimensions that are essential and often invisi-
ble to traditional assessment tools. 

According to our own analysis of literature in the field of educational rese-
arch (Ghislandi & Raffaghelli, 2012), authors exploring the concept have in fact
raised a myriad of definitions (Adams, 1993) that drive conceptions and practices
(Harvey & Green, 1993). The recent advances in the study of educational quality
have emphasized the need of a multidimensional approach where elements like
learners’ characteristics, the teaching and learning processes, the learning outco-
mes as well as the socio-cultural and institutional context supporting education
intervention are to be taken into account (Harvey & Green, op.cit). Consistently,
in the European approach, quality is considered through the different values and
perspectives (producers, deliverers, users of education), and the different levels
of the educational process (Ehlers & Schneckenberg, 2010). Furthermore, the
trends of research emphasize the notion of quality as a participatory process,
where the learners and users vision are fundamental, as part of dialogue within
an organizational and learning process (EFQUEL, 2007) that support the genera-
tion of a “quality culture” and of “peer reviewed” quality (Auvinen & Ehlers, 2007).
As we can see, the latest definitions emphasize the idea of a constructivist appro-
ach where the several perspectives of participants do generate the final defini-
tion of quality, through a participatory process.
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These research approaches were thoroughly adopted by the ENQA (Europe-
an Association for Quality Assurance in HE)16, in the elaboration of an European
framework for quality, but their implementation along the several national quali-
ty systems and within the single institutions could encompass discrepancies, ba-
sed on the organizational values and interests. 

The broad meaning of quality adopted by ANVUR goes in line with EU deba-
te, where quality means the ability to reach goals settled by the institution itself,
in a national context of institutional development. The idea is to overcome the
“customer satisfaction model”, to locate the own institution into a framework of
continuing processes and systems productivity control at national level. Howe-
ver, the emphasis on the need of establishing inner institutional goals, methodo-
logical approaches to reach them, and to control the levels of development and
achievement, should be equally accompanied by measures of institutional buil-
ding, in order to promote a participatory culture. While the framework of inter-
vention is set out, the processes seem to be less clear. 

In fact, with regard to the specific focus of educational services, promoting a
quality culture means great responsibility for the single universities, that have to
set up the internal basis to analyze the own research and educational performan-
ce, constituting units devoted to this complex task. As it can be foreseen, the ap-
proach requires training and dialogue within the institutions and at the national
level (ANVUR and national coordination bodies like CRUI and CUN) in order to
effectively implement the system. The ANVUR has launched a process of training
for academics as well as technical/administration that is yet to be considered too
much focused on accreditation of courses procedures and guidelines. Analyzing
the communications and training activities, there is still little space for more spe-
cific dimensions of quality, and particularly quality teaching.

Whether this approach lead to genuine engagement and representation of
several perspectives within the university is a matter of controversy. The new sy-
stem was contested by many as a form of control on the autonomy to select the
own means and products as part of the own vision of productivity; other argued
that the evaluation frameworks is difficult to adapt to the different disciplines,
due to the fact that the forms of productivity may differ very much between the
fields of math or natural sciences and social sciences or humanities (CUN, 2013;
op.cit.). The CUN has claimed that the system appointed does not cover in a
thoughtful way a conception of evaluation as process that should enhance and
improve practices, that is, a formative mission of evaluation beyond the evaluati-
ve mission focused on judging and ranking institutions to distribute resources
(CUN, 2013; op. cit., p.19).

The lack of specific and evidence-based knowledge, would take the evalua-
tion exercise to serious risks and pitfalls, with the consequent lack of impact of
performed evaluations and course redesign with regard to the urgent innova-
tions attended from HE institutions. 

However, the generation of rankings of universities according to the criteria
of quality for research and education, should be considered as an opportunity if
properly adopted and wisely read. As Andrea Ichino puts (2013), rankings are of-
ten criticized by those that would avoid a system based on merits as well as ta-
ken for granted by those that believe that a ranking is useful anyway. Instead,
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Ichino invites the rankings’ producers to be transparent in the categories adop-
ted to evaluate, since different users may have different perspectives and inte-
rests on the quality issues identifying an institution. Indeed, while there are uni-
versities offering generally good services and courses, other would emphasize
excellence in some specific courses that are part of the tradition within the insti-
tution. Therefore, rankings should offer a variety of information that cover both
the methodological approach for the evaluation as well as partial results. This se-
ems to be the case of ANVUR first VQR report (report on the quality of research).

1.3 Macro-Meso-Micro levels in HE quality 

Until here our focus has been the context and definition of quality on the inter-
national and national policy context and at the institutional level. However, our
focus of contribution and concern is the level of pedagogical practices,that are
to be placed in the mentioned context. 

In fact, as elaborated by Ehlers (2013), and further developed by our own re-
search group, quality should be understood as a concept that encompass macro-
meso-micro levels of analysis. 

In line with this idea, a quality system aligned to a shared vision and encoura-
ged from the top, bottom, and middle is most likely to be successful in achieving
educational quality. To this end, a quality system could be afforded through three
important nested levels of support (as illustrated in Figure 1), namely:

– policy/government – vision, influence of assessment, essential conditions, su-
stainability;

– organization/institution – shared vision, coaching, adaptive quality system, le-
arning organization culture, staff development for the sustainability of the
own approach; 

– individual teacher professional responsibility – shared vision, teaching strate-
gies, career-long learning, engagement in professional learning communities,
mentoring.

Our focus regards the issue of quality at the individual level, that is the base
for the quality system. Even if individual quality is not possible without the con-
text of higher policy support at institutional level, it imply the engagement of the
single teacher in understanding the debate and applying it to the own professio-
nal practice and development. 

Furthermore, considering that the academic quality systems are composed by
organization, research and education processes and services, our aim is to focus
the challenge of quality teaching, that regards the many activities undertaken wi-
thin a course with the aim to improve learning effectiveness and to support the
achievement of key professional and transversal competences, necessary for the
future students’ employability. 

However, it seems that although teaching is a relevant issue within the quali-
ty systems it is given secondary importance compared to organization and rese-
arch (Henard & Roseveare, 2012). 

As stated by OECD (2010, p. 9), 

As higher education systems grow and diversify, society is increasingly
concerned about the quality of programmes. Much attention is given to
public assessments and international rankings of higher education in-
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stitutions. However these comparisons tend to overemphasize rese-
arch, using research performance as a yardstick of institutional value. If
these processes fail to address the quality of teaching, it is in part be-
cause measuring teaching quality is challenging.

Quality teaching must face challenges that start from learning outcomes but
go beyond this, regarding the development of Higher Education Institutions as
stakeholders in a territory and within expanded institutional networks. 

Quality teaching in higher education matters for student learning out-
comes. But fostering quality teaching presents higher education insti-
tutions with a range of challenges at a time when the higher education
sector is coming under pressure from many different directions. Insti-
tutions need to ensure that the education they offer meets the expec-
tations of students and the requirements of employers, both today and
for the future. Yet higher education institutions are complex organiza-
tions where the institution-wide vision and strategy needs to be well-
aligned with bottom-up practices and innovations in teaching and lear-
ning. Developing institutions as effective learning communities where
excellent pedagogical practices are developed and shared also requires
leadership, collaboration and ways to address tensions between inno-
vators and those reluctant to change.» (Henard & Roseveare, 2012, p. 3)

Quality at the pedagogical level is a key part of the chain of HE efficacy. 

The very recent constitution of a EU high level group denominated “train pro-
fessors to teach”17 as one of the working groups for the modernization of HE
agenda makes clear that the issue of teaching can no longer be left aside. In Ju-
ne 2013 this group produced a first and extremely important report18 analyzing
the problem of quality teaching in EU universities and making a number of re-
commendations. According to such report, 

«…Teaching is a core mission and therefore a core responsibility. Qua-
lity teaching is a sine qua non of quality learning culture. That teaching
mission should appear as resounding priority throughout every institu-
tion involved in the delivery of higher education — a daily lived priori-
ty and not just worthy words in a mission statement. The truth about
that daily lived reality, however, is an embarrassing disappointment. For
research shows that serious commitment to best practice in the delive-
ry of this core teaching mission is not universal, is sporadic at best and
frequently reliant on the enlightened commitment of a few indivi-
duals…» (EU High Level group, 2013, pp. 13-14).Pa
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17 According to the EC Press Release High level group to focus on quality and excellence
in teaching, European Commission - IP/12/976 18/09/2012.

18 High Level Group (2013) “Improving the quality of teaching and learning in Europe’s
Higher Education Institutions”. Report to the European Commission. Retrievable at
http://ec.europa.eu/education/higher-education/doc/modernisation_en.pdf, accessed
August 2013. 



Fig. 1. Multilevel system of Quality

In the Italian case, the issue of quality teaching has been given relevance main-
ly from an evaluative point of view. In fact, the ANVUR (2013) mentions forms of tea-
ching evaluation by students and by the same professor integrating the general di-
mension of quality of educational services (pp. 40-41). However, the emphasis on
course and institutional accreditation as some important criterion should encom-
pass attention to quality teaching as well as pedagogical innovation, a fact that is on-
ly briefly mentioned in the document. The attention given to the quality of teaching
is embedded in a general system of quality evaluation. Curiously, when speaking
about eLearning the document focus much more the issue of pedagogical appro-
ach, underlining the importance of students engagement and collaboration, as well
as the participation of other professionals of education like the eTutor (pp. 34-35).
This seem to mean that networked learning and the use of educational technolo-
gies could have a “pushing” effect in rethinking pedagogy in HE for quality.

The problem raised here is that the lack of concrete professionalism and evi-
dence-based practices addressing quality teaching will surely block (being a pro-
xy dimension of learning effectiveness, Hénard, 2010; Laurillard, 2012) the neces-
sary innovations that facilitate to reach the envisaged learning outcomes. 

In the following paragraphs, we will focus the research background on the
field of quality teaching, in order to show the emerging issues that require atten-
tion in a changing system pursuing quality.

2. Innovations in HE pedagogical approach for quality

As we introduced in the previous paragraphs, the issue of quality in teaching
practices is connected to a growing interest in the agenda of development of
Universities as key players in societal change. However, very frequently teaching
is assumed as an “art” where excellent research generates as immediate conse-
quence excellent teaching. 

!
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The research in teaching profession, particularly in primary and secondary
education, has already reached at least four decades of discussion. More recent
is the interest of research on university teaching, with a critical mass of articles
giving birth to a field of research in the last 20 years, among which the pionee-
ring work of Ramsden is to be highlighted (Ramsden, 1992). The advances in this
field show that quality teaching is not rewarded, pushing the interest of scholars
away from teaching to focus on research (Boyer, 1997). Moreover many acade-
mics are attached to traditional conceptions and personal experiences and very
few professors apply evidence based criteria to teaching (Hakel & Halpern, 2002).
If teaching wants to generate significant learning (for a professional activity and
for life) policies and practices to foster quality teaching should be guided by the
understanding of learning and teaching processes emerged from research in the
field (Henard & Roseveare, 2012). The more recent teaching and learning para-
digms in higher education imply innovations to the traditional approach based
on lecturing; and these innovations promote better learning (as demonstrated in
educational research), being therefore connected to quality. It is to be highli-
ghted that the fact of innovating in pedagogical approaches does not suffice to
achieve quality. Quality is based in continuing reflection on processes and re-
sults, and the stabilization of elements that are proven effective. But innovating
is a key piece of quality for it encompass the search of continuing improvement
of concepts, approaches and practices (Ghislandi, 2005). In the following list so-
me of the most important pedagogical innovations leading to effective learning,
studied in the last 30 years of educational research, are described:

– Re-designing of curricula, on the basis of the interdisciplinary skills develop-
ment. Particularly, design a curriculum that leads to the achievement of com-
petences, i.e. skills displayed in real professional or social situations. (UNE-
SCO, 1998), (Aronowitz, 2001), (Barnett, 2000)(Trilling & Fadel, 2009)

– Bridging teaching and research more intensively (Healey, 2005), (Brew, 2006).
Research generates the base of content and examples that “feed” the discipli-
nary thinking, as well as methodological problems and the findings defining
professional expertise. However, teaching can also generate the base to “va-
lidate” research knowledge in the sense that a semantic structure has to be
generated to communicate research effectively. Particularly, socio-constructi-
vist and other innovative, participatory approaches to teaching allow students
to collaborate with the scholars in collecting data, elaborating them and con-
tributing to the development of the research field with epistemological and
deontological discussions.

– Re-thinking of student workload and teaching load (Hakel & Halpern, 2002).
In order to achieve key competences for professional and lifelong learning, it
is crucial to rethink classroom settings and learning processes. The typical
classroom setting is no longer appropriate in this sense; due to this, the lear-
ning achieved in informal situations could be of value in the student’s trajec-
tory. Consequently, the student could search for more independent learning
situations, and the focus of the teaching staff could be more on feedback and
evaluation than on the delivery of content. 

– Continuous upgrading in pedagogy, use of technologies, assessment models
aligned with student-centered learning, (Dirckinck-Holmfeld, Hodgson, &
McConnell, 2012) (Laurillard, 2012). Learning experiences can be gained in
many different forms of learning environments, not to be limited to audito-
riums and classrooms. Learning happens also outside the institution and also
from a distance.
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– Creating of innovative learning platforms (Conole, 2012). To this regard, the-
re are several ongoing experiences regarding the adoption of: ICT; content
and learning management systems; social media; personalized learning envi-
ronments with specific platforms or transmedia in the Web 2.0; augmented le-
arning environments with mobile learning technologies; data mining & lear-
ning analytics to assess students learning. New and wider range of communi-
cation and collaborative working tools through learning platforms are also
available, towards interdisciplinary collaboration (Smith, 2001) (Healey, 2005)
(Kreber, 2009).

– It is of particular interest the evolution of the so called OER -Open Education
Resources, based on the opportunity given by technologies of generating
content that can be freely shared, re-mixed and applied across different edu-
cational context. In line with this the more recent developments are exploring
approaches based on technological environments and the massive presence
of students across the world: the MOOC-massive open online courses (Knox,
Bayne, MacLeod, Ross, Sinclair, 2012; Sheets, Crawford, Soares, 2012).

– Providing tutoring to students with new means and methods (Dirckinck-Hol-
mfeld, Hodgson, & McConnell, 2012). There is consistent evidence that lear-
ning in social and open contexts, as proposed above, require innovative types
of intervention from teaching staff.

– Provide the support of instructional designers to the teaching staff that want
to approach the innovative technologies and pedagogical strategies

– Assessing impacts and documenting effectiveness of the teaching delivered
(Ehlers & Schneckenberg, 2010). 

These research findings are cristallized in the recommendations of the very
recent EU report of the High Level (op.cit, pp. 64-67):

– Public authorities should ensure sustainable, well-funded framework to sup-
port higher education institutions efforts to improve quality teaching.

– Institutional strategies to support the improvement of quality teaching
should be considered giving teaching due partly with research.

– Student feed-back on teaching should be encouraged.
– By 2020 all staff teaching in higher education institutions should have recei-

ved certified pedagogical training. 
– Academic staff entrance, profession and promotion decisions should take ac-

count of an assessment of teaching performance alongside other factors.
– Institutional leaders should recognize and reward HE quality teachers. Curricu-

la should be developed and monitored through dialogue and partnerships
among teaching staff, students, graduates and labor market actors, drawing on
new teaching and learning methods, promoting key skills for employability.

– Student performance in learning activities should be assessed against clear
and agreed learning outcomes, developed in partnership by all faculty mem-
bers involved in their delivery.

– Higher education institutions and national policy makers in partnership with
students should establish counselling, guidance, mentoring and tracking sy-
stems to support students into higher education and beyond graduation.

– Introduce and promote cross-trans and interdisciplinary approaches to tea-
ching, learning and assessment, helping students develop their breadth of
understanding and entrepreneurial and innovative mind-sets.

– Higher education institutions (with the help of public and EU funds) should
promote the adoption of online and other forms of teaching and learning
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opened up by the digital era, exploiting the opportunities given by technolo-
gy to improve quality.

– Higher education institutions should develop and implement holistic interna-
tionalization strategy as part of their mission and functions.

– The European Union should support the implementation of quality teaching
promoting: innovative teaching and learning methodologies and pedagogical
approaches; guidance, counselling and coaching methods, improved pro-
gramme design taking into account the latest research on human learning;
professionalization and development of teaching staff; mobility and academic
exchanges; systematic data collection on issues affecting quality.

– The EU should support the establishment of a European Academy for Tea-
ching and Learning led by stakeholders, and inspired by the good practices
reflected in this report.

– Researchers supported by Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions should integrate
professional qualifications for research with teaching skills.

– Member States, in partnership with regions, are encouraged to prioritize the
adoption of EU Social Funds to strengthen the development of pedagogical
skills, the design and implementation of programmes to social and labor mar-
ket needs, and to partnerships between higher education, business and the
research sector. 

In Italy, there has been growing concern on the university teaching, along
with the general debate of quality and innovation of pedagogical practices (“di-
dattica”) as a key issue to modernize compulsory education, at all levels. Howe-
ver the discussion of quality and innovation on teaching at the university level as
been frequently overlapped with the evaluation of educational services and its
management, an issue that in Italian, confusingly, is defined with the same word:
“didattica”. This term in facts in italian stands both for

– the overall educational services management, from the course of studies to
the students’ engagement and external, professionalizing activities, against
the term “research” (ricerca) that stands for the activity of research carried out
by the universities

– the teaching and learning process within a module or course (“insegnamen-
to, in the Italian case”).

This situation ended up in sparse efforts of research and the lack of integra-
tion of the second aspect in the quality systems programmed, letting alone the
single scholar in the decision if and when to implement innovative teaching
practices. This situation is extremely different in other contexts of excellence, li-
ke US, North America, UK, France and Germany, where teaching is supported
through specific centers (Centers of Excellence for teaching) devoted to make
research and provide tools and feedback on teaching piloting experiences and
general practices. 

The early documents of Galliani (1993, 1996), Xodo (1997), Frabboni and Calla-
ri Galli (1999) addressed the issue of distance between the modernization of the
university and the actual teaching practices. In the studies of these authors the
traditional lecture, as trasmissive pedagogy, was found to be the more diffused
system of teaching, connected to rigid, final assessment aimed at “producing”
grades. The same authors claimed that issues like laboratories, seminars, contact
with experts, use of technologies, group working as forms of pedagogical appro-
ach as well as formative evaluation connected to self-assessment, peer-asses-
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sment and portfolio where little adopted. Galliani (2009) indicated that a genui-
ne research on the issue of pedagogical approaches in HE has not been imple-
mented in Italy and mentioned, as one of the few examples, the “Biennale Inter-
nazionale della Didattica Universitaria” (i.e. International Biennal of HE) organi-
zed by the University of Padua, which from 1996 has granted room for scientific
research discussion on the issue. The contribution of Semeraro (2006), with a na-
tional project devoted to reconsidering the evaluation of didactics in higher edu-
cation, encompassed an important debate and research works regarding the
quality of teaching. More recently (Damiano, con Giannandrea, Magnoler, & Ros-
si, 2013) have represented a complete panorama of teaching in higher education,
including the powerful influence of social media. 

It is to be highlighted that, the pervasive entrance of educational technolo-
gies within educational systems (where the university was not an exception), cast
out research focus and results on the specificities of teaching and learning in te-
chnology-enhanced environments. This in time opened debate on the pedagogy
of eLearning and as such, on the quality of teaching in HE in the specific case of
eLearning. The debate in this field brought important contributions, emphasi-
zing for example the issue of asyncronous students’ collaborative learning and
teacher’s feedback in the teaching/learning process. The University of Trento,
jointly with other research units and within national research projects of relevant
interest (PRIN), worked intensely on the connections between traditional tea-
ching settings and eLearning as part of quality approaches in HE. In this context
Ghislandi (2005) made a contribution regarding pedagogy and teaching in HE
that was one of the first complete review of literature as well as a set of instru-
ments of intervention at Italian level. 

3. Our research focus: the quality of the academic teaching and learning process

Having introduced the international context of research on the issue of quality
pedagogical innovation and eLearning, we would like to focus now on the work
our research unit carried out in the field, at the Trento University, Department of
Psychology and Cognitive Sciences. 

The work of the unit started in 2000, with the implantation of an experimen-
tal laboratory to support the introduction of new educational technologies in hi-
gher education, following the last educational research developments on te-
chnology enhanced learning environments . One of the research focus was the
introduction of innovative pedagogical approaches via the technologies “affor-
dances”,19 as part of HE new models (Ghislandi, Calidoni, Falcinelli, Scurati, 2008).
This important approach was institutionalized through the creation of DOL (Di-
dattica Online), a rectorship special project that aimed at supporting faculty of
the whole Trento university in technological and pedagogical innovation, and
that made important contributions to bring the advances of eLearning. DOL in-
troduced the adoption of Learning Management System MOODLE20, as support
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19 The term “affordance” is used in the literature (from its early definition by James. J.
Gibson in 1977) to mention the possibilities given by an object, in this particular case,
the object of technological environments and tools. An object can in fact allow certain
actions performed or imagined, and block others. 

20 Moodle is a Course Management System (CMS), also known as a Learning Manage-



to several institutional projects, from the undergraduate to the post-graduate le-
vel; it customized this LMS and studied the integration of web technologies (par-
ticularly, in the recent years, with the explosion of web 2.0 tools) to offer teachers
personalized services. Regarding pedagogical innovation DOL elaborated seve-
ral strategies: information on new technologies and their application across the
different disciplinary fields to improve teaching; coaching to teachers interested
in implementing eLearning modules; reorganization and delivery of educational
resources to students; innovation in the assessment system. DOL became an in-
stitutional department of the Trento University in 2005, establishing since then an
institutional strategy to support pedagogical innovations and quality with the
adoption of technologies (Ghislandi, Mattei, Paolino, Pellegrini, Pisanu, 2008).

DOL was in tight connection with the research activities undertaken by our re-
search unit (at that time named labINDIA-Laboratorio Innovazione Didattica Acca-
demica) along several PRIN and FIRB projects (2003, 2006, 2009), in an interaction
among base research, development and implementation of innovations.21

One important concern emerging during the initial years of introduction of
technology enhanced learning models, which was analyzed by the group, was
how the traditional teaching tended to shape online learning environments. In
fact many eLearning experiences were rather based on the transmission of kno-
wledge and on the download of (textual) documents, with a very limited use of
other multimedia resources and particularly environments that allowed collabo-
rative and dialogic pedagogies. (Ghislandi, 2007)

The labINDIA’s activity was also addressed by the emerging evidence that
new pedagogical approaches, aiming at student collaboration, co-construction
of multimedia materials, intensive forum use, would need the support of new
professionals in the field of education, like instructional designers, eTutors, web-
masters and web editors, community developers, etc. (Leo, Maragliano, Falcinel-
li & Ghislandi, 2009) 

As a result, an important part of the preliminary innovation work was aimed
to prepare a group of instructional designers that could help the faculty in desi-
gning innovative, from the pedagogical and technological point of view, eLear-
ning courses (Ghislandi, 2002)

This was based on another important, transversal topic, which is the analysis
of key elements supporting the Quality of eLearning courses, in order to demon-
strate how technology enhanced learning could be a first choice option.22

During four national level research projects (see annex 1) the research goals
were:

– To better understand what quality eLearning is at the different level (Univer-
sity, faculty, course) and for the different stakeholders (university managers,
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ment System (LMS) or a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). It is a Free web application
that educators can use to create effective online learning sites. www.moodle.org 

21 Annex I introduces the research activities from the period 2000-2013 in detail. We fur-
ther attempt to highlight the main results and their connections with the issue of qua-
lity teaching and how eLearning can contribute to this quality.

22 This topic was based on early works of Ghislandi regarding the CERFAD Commission
for the quality certification of open and distance learning set up by the Emilia-Roma-
gna region (1995-2003), and the CRUI’s (Italian Rectors’ Conference) Commission for
eLearning quality.



dean, teachers, students). It was adopted the 5 pillars Sloan-C model, explo-
ring particularly the pillar of “learning effectiveness”, considered a crucial (if
not the most important) factor in the quality of HE and educational interven-
tions in general. 

– To build/validate/promote specific tools to help the teachers in designing mo-
re effective eLearning (Ghislandi, 2012) as key dimension of quality. Particular-
ly, it was identified as key part of the process of quality, the design / re-design
of a university course (insegnamento) where the teacher implements the
knowledge of the own discipline and research through an approach that al-
lows the acquisition by students.

This important finding led the group to work on the elaboration of simple but
thorough criteria for the evaluation of quality teaching – the adAstra tool- which
should constitute a tool for self-assessment and scaffold in the quality design /
redesign and monitoring of a university eLearning course. adAstra is in continous
redesign and development following our research achievements.

The research group was working till the October 2013 on a PRIN project (“Eva-
luation for the improvement of educational contexts. A research involving Uni-
versity and local communities in the participatory development of innovative as-
sessment models”) coordinated by the University of Verona, with the participa-
tion of the Catholic University of Milan, the Milan-Bicocca University, and the Pa-
via University. 

The University of Trento research work is currently focused on how quality is
perceived and evaluated among the several key stakeholders, and particularly wi-
thin the teaching staff (including eTutors and other technical collaborators to di-
dactics). The research was implemented in two phases: an exploratory phase de-
voted to understand practices and beliefs; followed by a trasformative phase,
which is design based and analyzes the results of an intervention on HE courses.

More precisely, and taking advantage of the UNITN research group’s previous
experience about the quality of eLearning courses, the goals that leaded the de-
ployment of research activity were:

– to analyze and foster the quality of online learning courses (both pure and
blended) of a degree program, through the generation of a “quality culture”. 

– to build tools that can facilitate the improvement of the teaching quality wi-
thin eLearnign courses;

– to encourage teachers and learners to consider eLearning as a positive instru-
ment to improve the general quality of academic courses. 

In our exploratory work on the beliefs/personal positioning regarding the
quality of HE, we found a number of tensions and contradictions in several sta-
keholders, beyond teachers and students. This led the group to re-conceptuali-
ze quality, not as a determined, top-down system, but as multiperspective and ex-
tremely contextualized “culture” that emerges from meaning making processes
between stakeholders engaged in practices. 

To this regard, we observed that the practices could be based in specific be-
liefs, more or less guided by awareness on the external policy and research con-
text. Therefore, the group elaborated an approach denominated of “mediated
quality”, where the aim is to support and reinforce stakeholders reflection on the
quality culture imagined and practiced. This support is concretely based on to-
ols (concepts, models, techniques and technologies) that mediate the process of
reflection (Ghislandi & Raffaghelli, 2012). 
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The transformative phase instead, based on a participatory approach, inten-
ded to intervene on an undergraduate course. In fact, the exploratory research
led to the conceptualization of some phenomena and the design of an experi-
mental activity to engage stakeholders (students) in a process of building a qua-
lity culture, testing some of the assumptions emerged during the exploratory
phase. One academic course was examined in a collaborative research involving
researchers, teaching staff and students. This part attempted to show how a new
evaluation (participatory) model had a positive impact in the process of genera-
ting a quality culture, on the basis of key process that were conceptualized as be-
coming insider of a quality culture, achieving quality literacy, and scaffolding le-
arning processes to achieve quality literacy.

4. Scaffolding Pedagogical Quality Cultures in higher education: some recommen-
dations

This fourth part is devoted to introduce recommendations for practical activities
to be undertaken in the situated context of our Psychology and Cognitive Scien-
ce Department at the Trento University, to spread a pedagogical quality cultures
among the different stakeholders (teachers, students, governement, administra-
tive bodies).

As expressed before, the ENQA system (and in the national context, the AVA
system) is mainly based on ensuring processes, hypothesizing that main stake-
holders have the basic tools and access to specific knowledge in order to per-
form self-evaluation.

Our position here is that the practice of teaching in HE, consisting mainly in
the knowledge transmission based on the research in the own discipline, does
not suffice to ensure proper self-evaluation and consequent re-design opera-
tions, when necessary.

In fact, we contend that quality teaching in higher education (as in other le-
vels of education), requires the point of attention listed In the following para-
graphs.

Seasoned academics and researchers at the beginning of their careers should
be expected to acquire and put into practice different skills and competences
not only regarding research, but also pedagogical practices and management of
teaching projects. At this point it is to be considered that teaching is the primary
activity of science divulgation in society, a fundamental piece of scientific rese-
arch. Therefore, in a phase of recruitment, the academic profile should be mea-
sured in terms of communication and teaching skills, beyond the specific rese-
arch skills. 

Faculty needs training and support in teaching, that is, the possibility to par-
ticipate in professional communities of practice devoted to the discussion of
quality teaching strategies and to reflect on the own teaching improvements,
when piloting new practices. For all this activities faculty have to be rewarded
(not necessarily in economical form) for quality improvement in teaching. 

University professors have to reconsider critically their own implicit (and so-
metimes naive) pedagogical beliefs and knowledge. This implies room to discuss
with colleagues and deconstruct myths about good teaching that are linked on-
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ly to the own personal experience, usually given in a very different institutional
and historical moment (less students, different requirements of professional
knowledge at the end of the University, etc.). Implies also to reconsider crucial
challenges of the changing HE institutions.

Teaching have to be based on evidence-based practices, that is, teaching is
based on pedagogical theory and research. We wish to extend the “evidence”
concept to both qualitative as well as quantitative approaches to educational re-
search, as part of complex, ecological models of research in social sciences and
humanities. 

Design and teaching practices have to be supported by well-designed tools,
to help teachers self-evaluate their own courses ex ante and in-itinere, and not
only ex post.

Design and teaching practices have to be contextualized, particularly taking
into account, in adopting certain pedagogical approaches and technologies, the
discipline specificities and constraints.

Collegiality for a scholarship of teaching and learning in HE. The academic
staff must be trained from the early years of its career (during the doctoral stu-
dies) to good teaching; however, a lifelong learning approach should be imple-
mented, with several spaces and tools supporting new practices and reflection.
Furthermore, the possibility to collaborate and discuss with other colleagues
about quality teaching strategies should be promoted, in order to support colle-
giality, that is, a community of practice for the continuing improvement of tea-
ching and learning processes in HE:

Faculty have to participate as key stakeholders in the process of evaluation (in
the Italian case, the implementation of AVA). It is fundamental that the teaching
staff can have access to the results of students’ evaluation; external experts eva-
luation; results/feed-back on self-evaluation, in order to analyze them and imple-
ment concrete modifications to the own courses. There must be institutional
support to proceed in that direction.

Students have to participate in the process of evaluation, also defining the pa-
rameters of evaluation. Not only students are key informants about quality, but,
as emerged in our own research, they are also builders of a culture of quality.
Their participation and engagement in curriculum design, services to students,
the adoption of technologies and networking activities with the territory play a
key role in defining the quality of educational services. Students should also be
aware of the University results in national evaluations processes as well as in in-
ternal evaluation. 

Criteria for the teaching activity have to be introduced in the professors’ eva-
luation. The introduction of evaluation standards and parameters on the rese-
arch activity could lead finally to the introduction of criteria for pedagogical ac-
tivity as well, being the teaching activity one of the more time consuming profes-
sors’ task in the today universities. There is today a high risk of underestimation
of teaching as crucial activity within a quality higher education system. The quan-
titative criteria adopted to simplify the evaluation of teaching, as well as the lack
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of incentives and professional development, has traditionally left teaching as se-
condary role, or even worst, as simple obligation to accomplish. Beyond over
simplistic evaluation systems (like questionnaires administrated to students),
teaching should be considered as complex activity with a specific impact on the
whole quality system, with specific evaluation practices that lead to knowledge,
engagement and innovation as basis of quality. Evaluation criteria should moreo-
ver take into consideration the disciplines of knowledge and he typologies of le-
arning modules: basic learning or advanced learning, optional or central in the
curriculum, professional skills or theoretical knowledge, and so on. The stu-
dents’ skills, their profiles and numerosity should be also carefully considered.
In the case of the researcher, at the beginning of her career, the development go-
als should be negotiated with principal/experienced researchers that have the
obligation to introduce the young researcher into the institutional context. The
objectives should take into account the discipline, the team work or unit where
the researcher is going to take part, the principal investigator availability to su-
pervise teaching activities. 

Qualitative evaluation have also to be considered in the general evaluation
plan. The above reflections push toward a scheme of evaluation that is based on
qualitative approaches in terms of individual plan of development, within an insti-
tutional context that is linked to clear objectives that can be rationally achieved.
The quantitative standards put at risk the nuances of a team workplan where the
teaching activity acquires specific sense. Which is worst, it could be pushing tea-
ching standards to the minimum level in order to obtain good scores in the eva-
luated areas instead of generating a space to reflect on quality. Connected to this,
the lack of freedom and independence originated by the rigid system of evalua-
tion, which imposes also strict task scheduling within teaching activities, could be
highly limitating for the teaching staff professional development. Clearly, in the ca-
se that it was decided to go into the direction of innovative/ constructivistic forms
of evaluation (like the ePortfolio, peer-reviewing on syllabus, teaching resources,
learning outcomes) that would also encompass qualitative research methods like
deep interviews with students and focus groups with teaching staff, the institution
should also implement specific tools and strategies, like a unit devoted to interve-
ne to give support to teaching and career development in the field of teaching.
The basis for this activity should be educational research, tightly connected to the
European and international landscape of pedagogy in HE. 

The commitment should lead to a continuing improvement of teaching qua-
lity as specific field contributing to the overall system and to the management of
the learning processes like tutoring, guidance, learning design, networking with
engagement of other stakeholders. 

The institution that would consider the above qualitative possibilities and de-
cide to integrate existing standards and procedures —based on students’ que-
stionnaires, final students’ grades, level of success within the learning module as
well as drop out— would lay the foundations for a whole picture of quality in hi-
gher education, a solid culture of quality. 

The qualitative approach would put the basis for reflection and understan-
ding of evaluation practices toward a complex picture of quality in HE. The con-
tinuing improvement of quality of teaching as specific field could emerge as cle-
arly contributing to the overall system. Furthermore, quality teaching should be
conceived as specific but also connected to the management of the learning pro-
cess, like tutoring, guidance, learning design, networking and demonstration
with engagement of other stakeholders. 
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4.1Our proposal in four point and two steps

Having analyzed the set of problems and possible solutions toward a culture of
quality teaching, we would like to make the proposal of an approach based on:

1. Quality Knowledge: Understand and know the policy of the context with re-
gard to the quality of learning and teaching in HE, based on educational rese-
arch. This implies good information instruments and processes, as well as un-
derstanding that the quality is not a “one-man-show” approach, but the result
of multiperspective, multilevel approach. 

2. Quality Experiences: To promote and support an intentional use of tools
along the courses design, delivery and evaluation.

3. Quality Evaluation: to generate qualitative and quantitative evaluation practi-
ces, spaces for best practices sharing, communities of practices for partecipa-
tory reflection of the results collected in the second phase, in order to pro-
mote debate about the key dimensions, processes, tools to support the qua-
lity culture within the specific context of University of Trento.

4. Quality Innovation: to develop, pilot and analyze innovative practices as the
result of the participatory evaluation processes implemented in the 2nd and
3rd phases. This implies a process of continuing improvement of teaching
and learning strategies.

This approach could be implemented as follows: 

First step, based on existing resourcing
– The generation of web spaces and communities of practice that support con-

crete information on the policy context and the research advances in the field
of teaching and learning. This activity can be based on the existing area spa-
ce managed by the DOL unit, today called “CELIRIDD” (Centro Linguistico e
Risorse Digitali per la Didattica; Center of Languages and educational Resour-
ces for Pedagogy). In this sense, the web repositories with useful resources,
case studies, exemplar material, constitute the first step of a Center of Excel-
lence for Teaching at University of Trento (CET@unitn).

– The adAstra tool could be made available and supported online within the
above mentioned web spaces. These would allow professors to monitor the
own quality of courses, from the design to the evaluation

Second step, based on new resourcing
– The establishment of an observatory (CET@unitn) regarding learning and tea-

ching practices, that should support the work of the Deans and the Rector, in
understanding the state-of- the-art of designing for quality teaching within
the own university and in the Italian / European and international context.

– New research and development would be coordinated within the CET@unitn
which would network both inside the institution, mainly with CELIRIDD, and
outside the university, with several key stakeholders locally and nationally, as
well as at European and International level. 

– The research activity would be the base of coaching to establish forms of pro-
fessional development within the academic staff. To this regard, we suggest:
i. Initial formal training aimed at researchers and academic staff entering a

teaching activity at undergraduate level.
ii. Engagement in a professional community of practice open to all the aca-

demic staff for the innovation and quality of pedagogy in HE. This would
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encompass particularly the integration of new learning pathways, labora-
tories of learning design, proposals to integrate formative assessment,
adoption of educational technologies as well as eLearning, generation of
open educational resources, participation in MOOC-massive open online
courses as teaching staff. 

iii. Additional training for PhD students regarding pedagogical approaches in
higher education to achieve concrete skills for quality teaching. 

iv. Support to piloting of innovative pedagogical practices and further eva-
luation of impact.

v. Forms of reward to the best practices as well as for the continuity of quality
approaches in teaching, based on concrete results in learning outcomes,
mainly based on peer and self-evaluation. This approach would reinforce
the climate of collegiality and professional community necessary to support
authentic quality in teaching and learning within a culture of quality. 

5. Conclusions

Within the international context of economical and societal change Higher Edu-
cation is called to play a key role. To that regard, universities cannot do better
what they already know: they have also to transform practices. The HE Moderni-
zation Agenda put the basis for such a radical change; within it, the role of qua-
lity teaching has crucial importance. In spite of many excellent practices and in-
novations for quality, new teaching approaches promoting flexible and learner
centered strategies are rather the exception than the rule. As it has been com-
mented here, quality teaching is given a secondary role within the organizational
strategy of higher education institutions, far behind the importance assigned to
research. As a result, academic staff is well trained and induced to achieve rese-
arch skills; whereas teaching skills are often intuitively and informally achieved;
based on the own professor values and beliefs instead than on a consistent rese-
arch based approaches to teaching.

This situation must change, if a genuine process of modernization is to be im-
plemented, reconsidering the quality of higher education institutions on the
light not only of researching but also of teaching. In this position paper, we in-
troduced both the policy context and the research background explaining key
concepts (like educational quality and pedagogical innovation) as well innovati-
ve practices. Furthermore, we collected and synthesized a number of recom-
mendations already circulating in international European and Italian documenta-
tion. We further introduced our own research regarding the problem of quality
in higher education and particularly in the field of eLearning, attempting to un-
derpin an approach to quality teaching that could be considered complementa-
ry to the (Italian) national and European strategy. From our primary attempt of
raising awareness on the issue at institutional level, providing also concrete to-
ols for intervention, we hope our approach could be considered by several other
pioneer educationists, policy makers and researchers whose efforts go in the di-
rection of achieving a new vision of quality for Higher Education. 

As stated in the European Report of the High Level Group on the Moderniza-
tion of Higher Education, teaching matters. Moreover, in a culture of quality, tea-
ching matters as much as research matters. The latter feed the former, but it also
provides the basis of good dissemination and use of research results (a crucial
part of research according to an ethical conception of research and develop-
ment) through the development of key skills in learners. Teaching is part of a cir-
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cle of activity in HE; if is not considered, the circle is broken, so preventing Hi-
gher Education to fulfill its own role within our changing and complex contem-
porary society.
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