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Abstract 

This paper presents a practical competency framework to support the professional 

development of teachers in higher education. The framework proposes six dimensions 

of practice within which teacher capabilities may be developed. These encompass 

teaching effectiveness, inclusive practice, assessment and feedback, reflection and 

development, digital competence and college competence. The framework may, with 

some justification, be regarded as having a one-plus-five quality with the first 

dimension of teaching effectiveness arguably encompassing all of the others. However, 

an advantage of the framework is that it encourages a broad appreciation of the range 

of competences needed to be an ‘accomplished teacher’ across all the dimensions. 

Taken together, these dimensions provide an overall framework which may be used to 

organise and support academic teacher development. 
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1. Introduction  
 
Despite numerous innovations in policy, infrastructure and technology there is still one 

simple truth that underpins our higher education system; it is that the quality of learning 

depends essentially on the quality of teaching. Teaching is at the heart of the college 

experience and there is no substitute for a fully resourced, accomplished teacher to 

encourage, guide and assess student attainment.  

Higher education teachers need to be experts in their chosen field but they also need to 

develop additional competences connected with their role as educators. This paper 

proposes a practical framework to support these additional competences. The 

framework proposes six dimensions of practice (see Figure 1.1) within which teacher 

capabilities may be developed. These encompass teaching effectiveness, inclusive 

practice, assessment and feedback, reflection and development, digital competence and 

college competence. Taken together, these dimensions provide an overall framework 

which may be used to organise and support academic teacher development.  

Prior to more detailed discussion, it is important to make some points of clarification 

with respect to the boundaries and limitations of the framework proposed here. First, 

this is not intended as a comprehensive framework for academic professional 

development – for example, it does not deal with important areas of development such 

as research and community contribution. Rather, the framework focuses on college 

teaching; not to the neglect of these other areas but to approach them through this lens.  

An additional consideration is the fit within the wider, national Professional 

Development Framework (PDF) developed by the National Forum of the Enhancement 

of Teaching and Learning (2016). The competence dimensions discussed here may be 

regarded as a more specific, institutional level, response to the PDF. 

A final introductory remark, competency frameworks are not universally embraced in 

the scholarship of teaching and learning (see for example, Tigelaar, Dolmans, 

Wolfhagen, & van der Vleuten, 2004). It is often argued that they may reduce the 

qualities of teaching to predefined, box ticking strategies that undermine professional 

autonomy and individual creativity. There may be some justification for these concerns, 
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however the problems may lie, not so much with the competency framework itself but 

the way it is appropriated as a means of control and measurement.  

Put simply, a competency framework may be regarded as a list of ‘things one needs to 

be able to do well’ in order to be accomplished in an area of practice. Problems arise 

when people mistake the list for the totality of the practice. A competency framework 

is a useful tool to be applied for a specific purpose. The purpose here is enhanced 

student learning through professional development of college teachers. If such a 

framework were to reduce or undermine the creative capacity of teachers then it could 

not be described as either professional or developing. 

 

Figure 1.1 – The Six Competence Dimensions of College Teaching 

 

2. Rationale and Process for Development of the Framework 

The impetus for the development of the framework was the need to structure teacher 

professional development within the context of an institutional Learning Teaching and 

Assessment Strategy1. The college already has a post-graduate programme in learning 

and teaching and many college teachers undertake the full programme. However, 

feedback from faculty also indicated a need for more flexible and less formal 

                                                
1 Learning Teaching and Assessment Strategy 2018-2022,  National College of Ireland  
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professional development supports. This is particularly the case for the relatively large 

proportion of faculty who are part-time teachers. 

Three criteria as questions were used to establish each of the six dimensions: (i) Does 

it connect with important areas of practice that impact on the quality of the student 

learning experience? (ii) Is there a discrete body of scholarship or knowledge base that 

may be drawn upon to provide evidence of quality and best practice? And (iii) are there 

identifiable indicators and measures of progression that may be used to support 

competence development? Figure 2.1 presents a summary of responses to these 

questions for each dimension. 

In order to facilitate self-analysis and development of individual learning plans three 

stages of progression were indicated for each dimension as follows: 

Emerging – this is the entry level and indicates tentative, novice and early 
stage competence 
 
Progressing – this level indicates growing understanding and application but 
with significant gaps  
 
Accomplished – this is the optimum condition of effectiveness, sufficiency 
and success 
 

In this way it is intended that college teachers will use the framework to provide an 

overview of what they need to target in terms of professional development. For 

example, an early career first-time college teacher may focus on the transition from 

‘emerging’ to ‘developing’ along the Teaching Effectiveness dimension while 

recognising, perhaps through pre-existing capacity, that they are ‘developing’ in the 

area of Digital Competence. 

Similarly, an experienced college teacher may self-rate as ‘accomplished’ in Teaching 

Effectiveness while recognising they are ‘developing’ for Inclusive Practice and 

“Assessment and Feedback” and ‘emerging’ for Digital Competences. 

The framework may, with some justification, be regarded as having a one plus five 

quality with the first dimension of teaching effectiveness arguably encompassing all of 

the others. It is certainly the case that effective teaching involves a wide range of skills 

and abilities – too complex and numerous to detail within the scope of this paper. 

However, one of the qualities of the framework is that it encourages a broad 
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appreciation of the range of competences needed to be an ‘accomplished teacher’ across 

all the dimensions. Some of these may be regarded as ‘hidden competences’, not easy 

to observe especially in a single instructional event. This is why the competency 

framework involves not just the first and most obvious dimension of ‘teaching 

effectiveness’ it extends further to five, less obvious, dimensions of inclusion, 

assessment, development, digital and college competences. 

Figure 2.1 – The Six Competence Dimensions of College Teaching with Areas of Practice, 
Underpinning Knowledge and Indicators  

 

 
 

•Area of Practice - Classroom teaching
•Underpinning Knowledge  - Scholarship of teaching and learning and pedagogy
•Indicators - Peer & expert observation, student feedback, reflection on practice 

Teaching Effectiveness

•Area of Practice - All interactions with students
•Underpinning Knowledge - Universal design, scholarship of inclusive teaching
•Indicators - Student engagement and wellness indicators

Inclusive Practice

•Area of Practice  - Assessment design and practice
•Underpinning Knowledge - Scholarship of assessment and constructive alignment  
•Indicators - Assessments that are fair and reliable and used ‘for’, ‘of’ and ‘as’ 
learning

Assessment & Feedback

•Area of Practice - Teaching responsiveness and learning innovation
•Underpinning Knowledge - Scholarship of refective practice and learning design 
•Indicators - Improvement trajectories and innovative learning design

Reflection & Development

•Area of Practice  - Blended learning, on-line resource and class teaching
•Underpinning Knowledge - Scholarship of technology enhanced learning
•Indicators - informed actions on the appropriate use of technology for learning 

Digital Competences

•Area of Practice  - Interactions with college systems and processes
•Underpinning Knowledge - College policies, procedures and practice guidelines
•Indicators - Informed and timely adherence to protocols

College Competences
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3. The Six Competences 

Teaching Effectiveness 

Effective teaching involves a wide range of skills, knowledge and strategic preparation. 

A useful framework is provided by Shulman (1987) in distinguishing between content 

knowledge, as knowledge of subject, and pedagogic knowledge, as knowledge of how 

people learn. Shulman positions the intersection of these two as Pedagogical Content 

Knowledge (PCK). Professional development for Teaching Effectiveness will therefore 

involve growth and application of both general and subject-specific pedagogy.  

The scholarship of teaching and learning has many useful insights on taxonomies of 

knowledge, characteristics of skill acquisition and strategies to nurture student inquiry 

and dispositions for self-directed learning. 

Classroom practices for lecture, workshop, tutorial or laboratory settings, involve the 

practical application of PCK and aspects of the scholarship on how people learn.  An 

important but often overlooked aspect of effective teaching is the task of developing 

autonomous student inquiry. Classes that encourage questions, argument, problem 

solving and reflection develop the ability of students to learn further on their own.  

Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in the dimension of Teaching Effectiveness have 

the capacity to build knowledge, encourage skill development and nurture inquiry 

dispositions in their students. 

Inclusive Practice  

At its core, Inclusive Practice is about valuing the needs and perspectives of all learners. 

Higher education students come from diverse backgrounds, have varied life 

experiences, approach learning in different ways and experience traumas and 

challenges as they strive to progress through their college courses. Students with 

disabilities may require specific supports and accommodations to flourish in college. 

Teachers need to develop their knowledge and capability in the principles of universal 

design for learning (Davies, Schelly, Spooner, & University, 2013; McGuire & Scott, 

2006) and related inclusive practices (Eitzen, Kinney, & Grillo, 2016; Scudamore, 

2013). 

Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in dimension of Inclusive Practice are highly 

sensitised to student needs and have capacity to engage a wide spectrum of students. 
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Assessment and Feedback 

In higher education, assessment drives learning and college teachers require deep 

understanding of assessment and a capacity to use assessment to evaluate, direct and 

bring about learning (Baartman, Gulikers, & Dijkstra, 2013; Richardson & Healy, 

2013).  From a teacher professional development perspective, assessment workshops 

that examine concepts such as constructive alignment (Biggs, 2009) and principles of 

assessment design, help develop this dimension. 

Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in the dimension of Assessment and Feedback 

have the capability to design and deploy assessments ‘for’, ‘of’ and ‘as’ learning. 

Reflection and Development 

Capacity to reflect on one’s practice is an essential competence for college teachers 

(Schön, 1987). The condition of being competent is always provisional. Teachers are 

confronted with new situations in terms of curriculum, cohorts, and institutional 

contexts. The capacity to engage in a cycle of improvement is an obvious capability for 

teachers.  

Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in the dimension of Reflection and Development 

engage in scholarly reflection on practice to respond and improve their teaching on an 

on-going basis. 

Digital Competence 

College teachers need to develop the knowledge, skills and competence to make 

appropriate use of digital technologies and resources to support student learning in 

higher education. As this competence develops, practitioners can make considered and 

effective decisions on the use of digital technologies and resources to enhance teaching, 

learning and assessment. College teachers also require a range of conceptual 

resources to appreciate the affordances and limitations of learning enhanced by 

technology. 

A further aspect of this dimension is the interaction of technology and pedagogic 

innovation giving rise to new possibilities in blended learning, flipped classroom and 

learning as a design science (Sharpe & Rhona, 2013).  
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Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in the dimension of Digital Competence make 

informed decisions on how to use technology and are capable of designing and 

providing a range of learning resources to meet the needs of their students. 

College Competence 

College competence is often taken-for-granted. However, regulatory, legal and quality 

processes are pervasive in higher education and many departments and functions 

operating within a college (e.g. registry, exams, IT, timetable and programme support) 

impact directly on the student learning experience. College teachers function within a 

wider institutional context and therefore good communication and mutual 

understanding is essential to make it work for the student. Often, apparently minor, non-

adherence to procedures have disproportionately significant impacts on the student 

learning experience.  

Practitioners who are ‘accomplished’ in the dimension of College Competence 

understand ‘how college works’ and have the capability to manage and apply college 

processes for their intended purpose. They also contribute to internal collaboration and 

improvement mechanisms to develop these processes. 

4. Conclusions 

This framework has been recently developed and is currently being implemented as part 

of an overall learning, teaching and assessment strategy. The six dimensions are 

integrated in the learning management system and supports for teacher professional 

development are organised around these dimensions.  

The goal is to provide a development path for college teachers to become accomplished 

in all six dimensions. In that way they can describe themselves as accomplished 

teachers (Watson & Drew, 2015). The condition of accomplishment is not an end in 

itself; rather, it signifies an initial state and a persistent quest for professional 

improvement. 
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