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Explaining the concept of faculty members’ competency from
professors’ point of view: a qualitative study

Background: In the education process, instructors and students are
in constant interaction with each other. Faculty members play a
significant role in students’ education process. This study aimed to
explain the concept of competency among faculty members of
Guilan University of Medical Sciences.

Method: In this qualitative study, using the content analysis
method, 16 faculty members of Guilan University of Medical
Sciences in 2018 who were willing to participate in the study were
selected through the purposive sampling method. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews, and their
experiences and viewpoints were surveyed until data saturation
was reached.

Results: In this study, five categories were extracted: individual
characteristics, individual skills, scientific knowledge, using new
technologies, and receiving internal and external organizational
support. Furthermore, ‘The competent faculty member: a perfect
human with all qualifications necessary for education’ emerged as
the main theme.

Conclusion: Based on the results, faculty members considered all
the necessary qualifications for a professor in the education process
as the criteria for competency. Consideration of the qualifications
stated by the faculty members can help the managers and those
involved in the field of education in enhancing and promoting
faculty members’ competency. The results of this study can be used
as enlightenment for further studies in this field.
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Explaining the concept of Faculty Members Competency

INTRODUCTION

In the education process, professors and students constantly
interact with each other (1). Principally, faculty members
have the most imperative role in educating students (2). The
instructor creates an environment in which the student takes
steps to achieve professional and personal competencies.
This process is accomplished by relying on the characteristics
ofa good instructor. In fact, the instructor’s performance and
characteristics lead the student to achieve educational and
learning goals. Consequently, the qualities of a competent
instructor are taken into account by most researchers (3).
Competency semantically means professional growth and
maturity, constructive and effective communication with
others, cognition, knowledge and awareness, creativity, and
innovation (4). Regarding faculty members’ competency,
some studies have referred to rhetoric, employing
appropriate and diverse teaching methods, mastery of the
subject matter, creativity and innovation, identifying
individual differences, appreciating student work, fair
behavior, and a good relationship with students to facilitate
learning in them (5). Since the role of faculty members in
teaching and learning process is imperative and undeniable,
possessing the competent professors’ criteria for effective
teaching can be advantageous in improving their
performance (6).

Various studies have been conducted to determine the
criteria of a competent faculty member and reported the
following criteria: timely presence in the classroom,
movements, and walks in the classroom, mastery of the
subject matter, up-to-date information, flexibility, and
appropriate use of teaching aids (7-10). In addition, the
factors such as mastery of teaching methods, educational
regulations and rules, individual characteristics, and
interpersonal communication have been reported to be
essential in promoting the higher education system and
increasing the quality of education in faculty members (11).
In a qualitative study, which examined the perspectives of
those who experienced the phenomenon, had dealt with the
existing problems, and perceived the problems in their
cultural and social context, seven categories including
scientific  knowledge, educational skills, individual
characteristics, emotional characteristics, professional ethics,
and support and management characteristics were extracted
(12-14).

From the standpoint of others, the most important
characteristics of a competent professor include: a variety of
teaching methods, interpersonal communication, individual
characteristics, and scholarship (15). In the study conducted
by Anderson et al. on 205 doctoral students at an American
university, the responses concerning characteristics of an
effective teacher included being professional, expert,
connector, transmitter, ethical, and director. In this study,
the views of doctoral students were multidimensional and
suggested that students’ attitudes should be used in faculty
evaluation forms and the provision of guidelines and
strategies for Ph.D. students (16).

The ideal professor enjoys academic ability, professionalism
in teaching, individual characteristics, role modeling, and

professional ethics (17). The characteristics of a competent
nursing faculty member were identified in a qualitative study
conducted in greater depth so that the main theme of this
study, "a competent nursing faculty member is a perfect
human," as a novel and profound spiritual finding,
appropriately explains the position of the nursing discipline.
This study recommends that the characteristics of a
competent nursing faculty member can be used as a practical
guide in nursing management and education (18).

Based on the results of other studies and the need for further
studies in this field, and since the best way to explain the
concept of faculty competency is a qualitative approach, the
researchers aimed to conduct a qualitative study using
content analysis to explain the concept of competency from
the perspective of medical faculty at Guilan University of
Medical Sciences. The reason for employing the qualitative
approach is that such studies help both instructors and
students reconstruct past experiences and cause the
phenomenon to be explained and understood broadly.

METHODS

This qualitative study was conducted in 2018 with a
conventional content analysis approach. In this approach,
the researchers immerse themselves in the data to obtain a
novel insight (19). The qualitative content analysis approach
is one of the organized approaches of data analysis and
categorization through which textual data can be analyzed
and scrutinized, and the occurred processes and patterns can
be interpreted (20).

In qualitative research, the principle of sample
appropriateness is argued, which raises the necessity of using
purposive sampling and the participation of individuals
willing to discuss the subject in detail (20,21). Therefore, the
initial participants were selected from among the professors
who, according to the previous knowledge of the
researchers, had the characteristics of key informants. In
other words, they were able and willing to talk about the
subject. On the other hand, in qualitative research, the goal
is to obtain the possible information; therefore, sampling was
conducted with maximum variation (21,22).

In this study, the selection of each participant and the
questions were based on the collected data and analysis of
previous data, which necessitated raising further questions.
The researcher continued sampling until new information
was not obtained; in other words, the sampling process
continued until data saturation was reached.

The data collection method was semi-structured interviews
and focus groups, and participants were selected by the
purposive sampling method. In order to conduct the
interviews, some general questions were first considered by
the researchers as the initial assumption, which led the
interviewee towards sharing their experiences. Sample
questions included: What do you mean by Competency?
What are the criteria for faculty Competency? What are the
facilitators of and barriers to faculty Competency? These
initial questions were asked with similar statements
according to the interview flow and continued with other
exploratory questions. In the complementary section of data
collection, focus groups of professors were used, and
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questions were asked. These groups were formed with the
cooperation of the faculty members of different medical
disciplines interested in participating in the interview at their
convenient hours. The interviews and findings of the focus
groups were recorded by a pocket voice recorder and
prepared for analysis. The whole interview was read several
times by the researchers to get a comprehensive view of the
data and the fundamental points in the participants’
experiences. Regarding the meaning of each unit of analysis,
they were coded. Afterward, initial codes and interview
transcripts were provided to some participants to ensure
data credibility.

Semantically similar initial codes were classified under one
category. Considering the high number of codes in each
category, codes with similar meanings were classified into
subcategories; consequently, each category would consist of
several  subcategories.  Afterward, the interview
transcriptions, codes, and categories were read several times
to determine the connections between the codes and
categories and identify the main themes.

MAXQDA 2010 software was used to analyze the data and
categorize the codes. First, the interview transcripts were
carefully typed in Word 2010 software. After typing and
transcribing the interview text in the Word 2010 file, the
interview transcription was analyzed using MAXQDA2010
software.

RESULTS

The findings of the study were based on the results of the
interview and their analysis until information saturation was
reached. 16 participants, including 14 faculty members and
two instructors, participated in this study. The mean age of
faculty members was 46.34 + 3.14years. Twelve participants
(75%) were female (Table 1). In continuous data analysis,
254 initial codes were extracted, and considering their
overlap and integration, 53 primary codes were obtained.
Following the continuous analysis, five categories: individual
characteristics, individual skills, scientific knowledge, using
new technologies, and receiving internal and external
organizational support were extracted (Table 2). In this
study, "the competent faculty member: a perfect human with
all the necessary qualities necessary for education" emerged
as the main theme that all participants acknowledged. In the
following section, the mentioned categories and themes, as
the main characteristics of a competent faculty member are
described and explained.

Individual characteristics

The subcategories of this category included interest in
teaching, good manners, and appropriate appearance. All
participants mentioned that general individual characteristics
would influence teaching. Interest in teaching and motivation,
good morals, humanity, punctuality, rhetoric and proper
dialect, responsibility, appropriate appearance, dignity,
appropriate personal communication, and taking criticism
were among the characteristics mentioned by the participants.
Faculty member No. 5:

“As 1 told you, discipline, punctuality, responsibility, taking
criticism, good personality, right behavior with colleagues

and students, and the ability to mutually cooperate are some
of the general characteristics of a competent professor.”
Individual skills

In this category, the subcategories included having
knowledge and teaching skills, using various teaching
methods according to the content, and improving teaching
skills. Taking into account the students’ needs and individual
differences, skills required for communicating with students
and colleagues, knowledge of teaching skills, using diverse
teaching methods according to the content, and upgrading
teaching skills were among the factors mentioned by the
participants.

Faculty member No. 14:

“In my opinion, specific abilities that find their meaning in
different fields, the ability to increase one’s scientific
knowledge and correctly transfer the concepts that have
mastered them, acquisition of practical skills related to their
field, and the ability to teach achieved skills, refer to the
concept of Competency.”

Scientific knowledge and discipline awareness

Mastery of subject matter, content knowledge, promotion of
knowledge and awareness by participating in congresses and
seminars, and conducting scientific studies were among the
subcategories raised by participants regarding scientific
knowledge and discipline awareness.

Faculty member No. 12:

“Many professors have the necessary scientific knowledge but
don’t have the necessary skills in terms of Competency or

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants
=2 g 25 ¢
"E 8 233
- =
1 Female 49 35 MS in nursing
2 Female 47 40 MS in nursing
3 Male 50 43 PhD in disaster health
4 Male 52 55 PhD in disaster health
5 Male 51 45 Ophthalmologist
6 Female 55 38 Ophthalmologist
7 Female 49 43 Ophthalmologist
8 Male 47 40 Anesthesiologist
9 Female 50 35 Anesthesiologist
10 Female 41 35 Ph.D. in nursing
11 Female 42 40 Ph.D. in nursing
12 Female 43 45 Ph.D. in nursing
13 Female 49 40 Ph.D. in nursing
14 Female 35 45 Ph.D. in nursing
15 Female 51 3 Ph.D. inh;%rl(l)ductive
16 Female 45 40 Ph.D. 1nh26;;1>tr}<1)duct1ve
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Table 2. Them, categories and subcategories of the study

Them Category

Individual characteristics

Individual skills

A perfect human with all
qualifications necessary for education Scientific knowledge

Using new technologies

Receiving internal and external

organizational support

Subcategory
Interest in teaching
Good manners
The appropriate appearance
Having knowledge and teaching skills
Using various teaching methods according to the content
Improve your teaching skills
Mastery of knowledge and content
Promotion of knowledge and awareness
Conducting scientific studies
Awareness of new technologies
Using new technology in teaching
Get support from colleagues

Having internal and external managerial support

Evaluated by standard assessment tools

transterring that knowledge. Thar is, we usually need a
professor with theoretical knowledge, but because they also
work in a clinical setting, they must update their clinical skills
t00.”

Using new technologies

Awareness of new technologies and the use of these
techniques in teaching were also subcategories raised by
participants in the category of ‘using new technologies.’
Faculty member No. 8:

“In the past, professors had to look for pamphlets, manuals,
or books; They usually spent a lot of time on their scientific
abilities to transfer information, but now we can transfer
information by using up-to-date technology....”

Receiving internal and external organizational support

The colleagues’ support, internal and external managerial
support, and evaluation by standard assessment tools were
subcategories that emerged in the category of ‘receiving
internal and external organizational support.” In this regard,
the professors referred to the role of evaluation in
motivations for being competent. Regarding the standard
evaluation methods in universities, improper evaluation was
considered a factor in diminishing motivation for
Competency.

Faculty member No. 4:

“In my opinion, efective factors in empowering a faculty
member can be individual, environmental, and
organizational factors. Harmful factors and the prohibition ot
empowering professors can both prevent them from
becoming competent and promote them. I mean, if any
professor has such problems, they may hinder them from
being competent, but improving them can lead to their
competency.”

DISCUSSION

In this study, five categories: individual characteristics,
individual ~ skills, scientific knowledge, wusing new

technologies, and receiving internal and external
organizational support were extracted. In addition, ‘the
competent faculty member: a perfect human being with all
qualifications necessary for education’ appeared as the main
theme. In this study, faculty members considered all the
essential characteristics of an instructor in the education
process as criteria for faculty Competency. They claimed that
characteristics such as mastery of subject matters, eloquence
and transmitting knowledge, teaching skills, scientific
knowledge, and motivation to learn and improve were
effective for faculty Competency.

In this regard, in their qualitative research, Adib Haj Bagheri
et al. introduced five categories: application of knowledge
and skills, having authority, self-confidence, support, and
unification (17). In the study by Peyman et al., the most
important characteristics of a competent faculty member
from the learners’ point of view included teaching method,
interpersonal communication, individual characteristics, and
scholarship, respectively. The needs, interests, and views of
students at different educational levels regarding the
characteristics of a competent instructor were not congruent.
Based on the results of this study, the use of new materials
and up-to-date scientific topics, as well as the scientific
competency of the professor, were among the foremost
characteristics of a competent faculty member. (15). The
results of the present study in the ‘communication skills’ and
‘individual characteristics’ categories were consistent with
these studies. Undoubtedly, capable professors with
appropriate  scientific and moral qualifications have
important, fundamental, and essential factors in raising the
quality of higher education systems. Therefore, empowering
professors with these skills will lead to the improvement of
the educational system.

In the study by Dargahi, criteria such as mastery of the subject
matter, rhetoric and transferring educational materials,
preserving student dignity and respect, broad-mindedness,
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good temper, good work ethics, and responsibility were
recognized as the most important criteria of a competent
professor (3). These traits were among the individual
characteristics of a competent faculty member, which are in
line with the present study.

Siamian et al. likewise reported that the most significant
characteristics of a good instructor from students’
perspective include rhetoric, teaching skills, age, mastery of
subject matter, interest in teaching, taking criticism, and
using information technology (2). Vali et al. showed that the
faculty members’ priorities include teaching methods and
educational rules. In this study, the characteristics of a
competent instructor, especially teaching methods,
educational  rules, individual characteristics, and
interpersonal communication were essential factors in
promoting the higher education system (11). These results
are along with the categories obtained in the present study,
including individual characteristics, individual skills,
scientific knowledge, and using new technologies.
Obviously, competent professors should improve their
personal and professional dimensions since they believe that
in order to cope with the challenges faced by every teacher
or professor today, the best strategy is to evaluate themselves
first. In other words, they ought to update their knowledge
and skills concerning their specialized field and pay special
attention to their personality, and moral characteristics to
remarkably affect students and their profession.

In Salarvand’s study, from students’ perspectives, the ideal
instructor is a knowledgeable professor who completely
supports them and is committed to his/her community and
country while possessing outstanding ethical characteristics
and, meanwhile, observes professionalism in nursing (18). In
this study, some categories of scientific Competency and
individual characteristics of faculty members were in line
with the present study. Recognizing the desirable
characteristics of competent professors is extremely
important. The professor’s characteristics are among the
factors that affect the professor’s scientific abilities since
education depends more on the teacher’s personality,
characteristics, and abilities than other factors, and all
educational factors are influenced by it. A competent
professor must have numerous characteristics to be able to
increase the credibility and reputation of an educational
organization.

The study by Hekmatpour et al. reported seven categories
concerning a competent nursing educator: scientific
knowledge, teaching skills, individual and emotional
characteristics, professional ethics, supportive
characteristics, and management characteristics. In this
study, ‘a competent nursing instructor: a perfect human
being’ was revealed as the main theme acknowledged by all
participants (23). In the qualitative study by Bonakdari et al.,
three categories, including cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral factors, were obtained (24). These studies were in
line with the present study in terms of employing the
qualitative method. Considering that the study by
Hekmatpour was conducted on medical faculty members and
Bonaldari et al.’s study was carried out in several groups of
professors, including the nursing department, the results of

the studies are complementary. Overall, all university
professors from all fields must possess the necessary qualities
and skills for better education of students, and their goal
needs to be the improvement of the quality of higher
education in all parts and the whole society. Therefore,
attention should be paid to the professors’ characteristics
and empowerment in all fields. In the present study,
participants considered the faculty member’s personality
traits as effective indicators of a competent instructor.
Likewise, they pointed to the good manners and eloquence
of the professor. The findings of Alavi et al.’s study revealed
that from the students’ perspective, instructors’ essential
characteristics  included good  personality,  strong
communication skills, and appropriate clinical skills (25).
The results of the study by Zanak similarly consider the use
of new teaching approaches and technologies and the
instructor’s teaching style effective in the flexibility of the
classroom’s atmosphere and suggest that the instructor’s
competency in this field is of particular importance (26).
Regarding internal and external organizational support,
participants stated that receiving support from colleagues
and internal and external managerial support could improve
professors’ competency. These results were not obtained in
other studies; however, in the present study, participants
stated that receiving support plays an important role in the
professor’s competence. This result could probably be
related to the field of medical sciences, which is taught both
in the university and in medical centers, and interdisciplinary
support and external and internal resources are essential in
promoting education in this field. Finally, in the present
study, the characteristics of a competent medical faculty
member were identified thoroughly through interviews and
a more accurate investigation of the concept. The medical
faculty introduced ‘The competent faculty member: a perfect
human with all qualifications necessary for education,” the
main theme of this concept and a profound and prominent
finding in the field of education. It was consistent with the
characteristics of a competent nursing faculty member
identified in Salvands’ study, whose main theme was "a
competent nursing faculty member is a perfect human." The
study results indicate that nursing faculty members need to
consider the above characteristics and have a comprehensive
plan to acquire them in order to succeed in teaching (18).
This study recommends that the characteristics of a
competent faculty member can be used as a practical guide
in management and education.

In this study, participants considered all the necessary
characteristics for a faculty member in the education process
as criteria for faculty competency. Considering qualified
professors’ significant role and influence in improving
students’ academic and moral levels, paying attention to
professors’ characteristics, skills, and capabilities seems
necessary. Therefore, managers and education officials of the
country should make plans to persuade teachers to acquire the
necessary qualifications and empower them professionally. As
a result, considering the characteristics stated by professors
can help managers and those involved in the field of education
to improve the faculty members’ competency. Compared to
commonly used quantitative methods, this study showed that
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a qualitative study could better explain social situations, such
as competency. The results of this study can assist in

conducting further studies in this field.

The limitations of this project included the specific
limitations of qualitative research, the most important point
of which is the transferability of the research findings. Using
the purposive sampling method and recruiting a variety of
participants in terms of the faculty, an attempt was made to
provide the transferability of the findings for evaluation and

judgment by others.
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