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Abstract: In the context of application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China, faculty development 
programs are often generic and fail to address the specific needs of educators in application-oriented 
disciplines. The purpose of this study is to analyse the practices, challenges, and ecological aspects that 
influence the professional growth of faculty in universities. This study aims to elaborate on a faculty development 
model based on Educational Ecology Theory by incorporating multiple sources that influence the faculty’s 
development process. The qualitative research design was used, and the primary data collection method 
was semi-structured interviews. Purposefully, 23 participants were selected, including faculty members, 
administrators from application-oriented undergraduate universities in China, and representatives of partner 
enterprises. Thematic analysis of the data leads to themes concerning the strengths and weaknesses of 
current development programmes and challenges faced, as well as the effect ecological factors had on 
faculty development. Current faculty development programmes are disengaged from the needs of current 
application-oriented disciplines, as shown by the study. There were time constraints, limited resources, and 
no tailored professional development. In addition, institutional policies, inflexible curricula, and resource 
constraints restrict the development of novel teaching practices. A context-specific, industry-relevant 
faculty development programme that integrates ecological factors is emphasised by the findings. Faculty 
in application-oriented disciplines must be well supported through flexible and tailored professional 
development opportunities, which should be backed by policymakers and universities.

Keywords: Faculty Development, Application-oriented Undergraduate Universities, Educational 
Ecology Theory, China.
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1. Introduction

Rooted in an understanding of how learning and teaching processes are influenced 
by their surrounding environments, Educational Ecology Theory emphasises 
the interconnectedness of individuals, institutions, and wider societal systems 
in education (Levinson, Geron & Brighouse, 2022). Based on this theoretical 
framework, this study was intended to construct a model of faculty development at 
application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China that reflects the dynamic 
interactions among institutional policies, teaching environments, and professional 
growth practices. Based on Educational Ecology Theory, this study was intended 
to construct a model of faculty development at application-oriented undergraduate 
Universities in China.
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1.1. Background Study

The case of faculty development in Chinese higher education has received much 
discussion for decades, with constant attempts to enhance the quality of teaching 
and learning. However, when it comes to developing good faculty training models 
for application-oriented Universities in China, which usually stress skill-based and 
practical knowledge, it presents itself with a few unique challenges (Zhang et al., 
2021). More particularly to the case is the undergraduate universities, because 
they essentially prepare students to fill highly specialised roles in the workforce 
that include areas like engineering, technology, and business (Ahmad, 2019). 
Nevertheless, there has been a lack of tailored frameworks for faculty in these 
settings that focus on teaching quality and professional development (Poole, 2021).

Educational ecology offers an appealing paradigm for understanding the manifold 
relations within an educational system. In line with the educational ecology theory, 
the educational ecology theory is a holistic theory of looking at the professional 
development of faculty, and it centres on the interwoven or connected life of the 
learner, faculty and environment outside of the classroom (Tisdell, Merriam & 
Stuckey-Peyrot, 2025). In recent research, it is noted that both the internal (i.e., 
curriculum design, teaching methods) and external (i.e., institutional policies, 
societal expectations) factors need to be taken into consideration when it comes to 
the analysis of teaching practices and faculty development (Arnold & Norton, 2021; 
Wimpenny, 2022). However, few attempts have been made to apply this theory to 
the setting of the application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China.

The target of the model is to address the issues of institutions of this kind in 
providing effective professional development for their teaching staff (Xue, Yang & 
Umair, 2023). This research attempts to provide an overall, contextually relevant 
model of the factors for faculty growth by highlighting the environmental and 
contextual factors specific to the Chinese higher education context. Using semi-
structured interviews with key stakeholders, the study gathered insights into the 
faculty development programmes being run currently, their issues, and their possible 
ways of improvement.

1.2. Problem Statement

With the development of faculty development in higher education (HE), particularly 
at application-oriented undergraduate institutions growing, there is a large gap in 
the literature on tailored models of faculty training to the unique context of Chinese 
application-oriented universities (Bhutoria, 2022). However, most existing models 
are overly generic and do not account for the unique ecological determinants 
present in teaching practices in these settings (Zhou, Rashid & Cheng, 2024). 
Moreover, there has been no efficient linkage between educational ecology and 
faculty development in previous studies. This disconnection is problematic, as being 
able to understand broader environmental influences on teaching can be used to 
develop more specific and effective strategies for professional development (Li 
& Mohammed, 2025). Since this implies a lack of context-specific models which 
include ecological theory in faculty development frameworks, it is a crucial issue 
that this study set out to address.
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1.3. Aims and Research Objectives

The main objective of this study is to provide a faculty development model for the 
application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China based on Educational Ecology 
Theory. This study seeks to achieve the following qualitative research objectives:

•	 To explore the experiences and perceptions of faculty and educational leaders 
in application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China regarding current 
faculty development practices and challenges.

•	 To examine how the ecological factors within these universities (such as 
institutional policies, curriculum structure, and teaching environment) influence 
the professional development of faculty, and how these factors can be integrated 
into a faculty development model.

Using semi-structured interviews, these objectives were achieved to obtain more 
comprehensive insight into the lived experiences and the views of key stakeholders 
involved in faculty development within Chinese higher education.

1.4. Significance of the Study

There are several reasons why this study is important. It contributes to the body 
of knowledge about faculty development in Chinese higher education, especially for 
the application-oriented undergraduate Universities. As such, this study provides a 
uniquely situated framework for understanding how inner and outer factors combine 
to affect a faculty’s growth in such institutions, based on Educational Ecology 
Theory, and easily cues the form of any faculty development model intended for 
those institutions.

In addition, findings from this study allow policymakers, university administrators, 
and for themselves, educators, to understand and develop more effective professional 
development programmes for application-oriented universities in China. The model 
developed through this research would then be put to practical use to promote 
improvement in teaching quality and student educational experience in such 
institutions. Additionally, a theory-driven approach employed in this study would 
also help contribute to the larger field of educational theory by shedding light on the 
utilisation of the ecological framework in faculty development.

2. Literature Review

Application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China have come to focus on 
developing effective faculty development models. The skill and vocational-based 
education provided by these institutions comes with its own set of challenges regarding 
the alignment of their faculty development programmes with the dynamic demand of 
the labour market and the tailored needs of students (Yuan et al., 2022). In this light, 
Educational Ecology Theory provides a vehicle for building a more nuanced, holistic, 
and thus more complete faculty development model (Luo & Chan, 2022). Based on 
the existing body of research on faculty development in higher education, particularly 
in application-oriented universities in China, this literature review discusses gaps in 
this study and outlines gaps that the existing body of research needs to address.
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2.1. Faculty Development in Chinese Higher Education

Research on Chinese higher education faculty development has become a relatively 
hot topic lately, especially in the context of higher education reforms in the early 21st 
century. In China, there is a strong push to improve quality teaching, particularly for 
those application-oriented undergraduate institutions to train infrastructure supporting 
students for a specific career in technology, engineering and business (Liu & Trent, 
2023). Most of these universities contend with the dual challenge of teaching academics 
at par with contemporary creations and agile, employment-ready education (Hadland, 
2020). Therefore, faculty development programmes in these settings not only require 
knowledge of pedagogical skills but also incorporate industry-related knowledge and 
teaching skills.

Recently, there have been studies that the application-oriented universities’ 
professional development programmes fit faculty’s and students’ needs. Consider 
Fan, Liu and Johnson (2020), who contend that traditional models of faculty 
development, which primarily emphasise content knowledge, are insufficient to 
accommodate the faculty’s difficulties at work in an application-oriented context. 
These programmes should rather initiate teaching methodologies which are 
adaptable to real-world applications to combine both the knowledge from theoretical 
and practical approaches. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2024) indicate that professional 
development in Chinese universities has mainly been top-down and with limited 
provision for faculty to engage in collaborative and reflective practice. Although the 
implementation of standardised policies on the top-down approach is effective, this 
approach often falls short of taking into consideration the specific needs and voices 
of individual faculty in faculty development programs, thus minimising effectiveness 
and a low level of engagement.

2.2. Ecological Factors in Faculty Development

Ecological factors in faculty development have been gaining more awareness in 
education. According to Educational Ecology, teaching and learning are interrelated 
with different environmental factors such as institutional policies, curriculum design, 
community influences, and social beliefs (Liu & Trent, 2023). From this perspective, 
faculty are related to students in a complex, dynamic way, which is either part of 
their wider work environment, a job within a larger work environment, or both. 
Perera, Nayak and Nguyen (2023) and Scott et al. (2023) have recently pointed 
out in their studies that institutional policies and the teaching environment influence 
novice faculty’s development in Chinese universities. Factors that affect faculty’s 
continuous learning and improving the teaching practice are the availability of 
professional development resources, flexibility in curriculum, and administrative 
support (Gudadur, 2023).

Especially in the context of specific application-oriented undergraduate universities 
in China, ecological factors are very important to equate their programmes with industry 
needs and technological development. Fang, Zhang and Kim (2021) contend that 
faculty in the fields of engineering and business need must remain abreast with tun 
industry trends and new pedagogical methods. This is an environment which requires 
have supportive and flexible environment for faculty to have the opportunity to adapt 
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quickly and accordingly if necessary (Grannäs, Frelin & Östlin, 2025). Additionally, 
the ecological picture forwards the need for symbioses or collaborations between 
faculty, administrators, and industry partners that result in a more conducive and 
responsive faculty development ecosystem (Jiang, 2024).

2.3. Theoretical Framework

In Educational Ecology Theory, which serves as a theoretical framework for 
this study, educational ecology theory offers a comprehensive lens for examining 
the interdependence of the factors affecting faculty development. The Educational 
Ecology Theory posits that the educational system is constituted of one system 
and is a network of various pieces, such as the faculty, the learner, the curriculum, 
the institution and the wider social environment (Zhao, 2025). The theory is that 
the changes in one part of the system can ripple through the whole system so that 
teaching practices and learning outcomes are changed.

Like all theories, this theory also states that the faculty’s growth is not solely affected 
by personal factors, such as personal motivation and teaching ability, but it is also 
influenced by the overall ecological environment. For instance, the faculty’s capacity 
to put in place and implement effective teaching strategies would not only hinge on 
the enabling environment within the school (i.e. in terms of the organisational culture 
of the university, the quality of administrative support, the availability of professional 
development opportunities) but also on the nature of the teaching strategies by 
themselves. Based on this theory, this study intends to explore how these different 
factors affect the faculty development process in application-oriented undergraduate 
Universities in China.

In the literature, the application of educational ecology to faculty development 
has gained attention in recent years. According to Van Orman, Gotch and 
Carbonneau (2025), researchers have used ecological frameworks to examine 
how systemic factors like institutional culture, resource allocation, and professional 
development opportunities impact faculty growth. From the perspective of Chinese 
application-oriented undergraduate universities, Educational Ecology Theory 
provides a more holistic view of how these reciprocal multiple factors influence 
faculty development and how a corresponding model can be created to work on 
these reciprocal multiple factors.

2.4. Research Gap

Currently, there is a large body of literature related to university faculty development 
in general and yet gaps still exist in particular on the specific needs of the application-
oriented undergraduate university. But first, little research exists regarding how 
ecological factors affect faculty development in such settings. However, most of the 
existing studies are in general universities or do not consider other ecological factors 
which affect teaching practices (Fan et al., 2020). While there is some research on 
professional development in Chinese universities, there has been a limited attempt 
to link ecological factors, including institutional policy and environmental support, 
with the outcomes of faculty development.

Second, there are no widely adopted, specific models of faculty development 
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for application-oriented undergraduate universities. The research by Jiang 
(2024) and Fang et al. (2021) has remarked that existing models usually neglect 
the real needs of vast industry-involved application-oriented university faculty. 
Because of this, the training that faculty may receive in these institutions may 
not be significantly related to their teaching contexts or relevant to the training 
needs of the industry.

In addition, while Educational Ecology Theory has been widely deployed in other 
educational settings, its deployment in developing models of faculty training for those 
application-oriented undergraduate universities in China should be less explored. 
This theory provides a novel basis for explaining how the teaching environment, 
institutional policies, and other ecological variables coordinate in determining faculty 
development. This study seeks to offer a more theoretical, theory-based approach to 
faculty development in Chinese application-oriented undergraduate universities and 
breaks new ground on the theoretical side of educational ecology and the practical 
side of faculty training models.

3. Research Methodology

Compared with other methodologies, a qualitative research method is taken in 
this study, accompanied by semi-structured interviews, which are used to develop a 
faculty development model for China’s application-oriented undergraduate Universities 
based on Educational Ecology Theory. Considering the complexity and context-
related nature of the subject, qualitative methods provide detailed insights into the 
experiences, perceptions and challenges faced by educators in this setup. The 
flexibility of this semi-structured interview approach offers an opportunity to explore 
further dimensions of the issue, but a structured approach points out the technique 
to be used consistently across the interviews. This portion of the paper defines the 
research design, how the data was compiled, and the methodology that is utilised 
in the data analysis, as well as any ethical considerations associated with the study.

3.1. Research Method and Design

Qualitative is the research method adopted for this study because the qualitative 
method involves the collection of primary data through semi-structured interviews. 
For the study’s aims, this design is particularly appropriate since it delivers a highly 
understandable perspective on the participants’ lived experiences when it comes 
to faculty development at application-oriented undergraduate Universities. Since 
complex, context-dependent phenomena such as faculty development are difficult 
to investigate through a structured interview, semi-structured interviews are a 
good tool to explore them. The interviews can achieve what a structured interview 
cannot perform—allowing the participants to provide detailed answers while at the 
same time making sure the study responds to specific research questions (Roni, 
Merga & Morris, 2020). As semi-structured interviews are flexible, they can delve 
deeply into matters like institutional support, teaching practices, and the influence 
of external circumstances on the development of faculty, all of which are needed 
to gain an understanding of the ecological perspective.

Qualitative research has been employed largely in educational settings to discover 
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subjectivity and knowledge of complex issues, especially in developing faculty 
(Silverman & Patterson, 2021). This method allows the researcher to access a better 
understanding of the effect of ecological factors, institutional culture, administrative 
support, and professional development opportunities on faculty’s professional growth 
and professionalism at Chinese application-oriented undergraduate Universities 
(Bueno & Ramos, 2023).

3.2. Data Collection Method

In this round of data collection, a total of 23 participants were interviewed, including 
university faculty members, administrators, and enterprise representatives, all of 
whom are directly involved in the implementation of industry-education integration in 
Jiangsu Province. The selection ensured representation across different institutional 
roles and development stages of applied universities. Interviews were conducted 
from March to May 2025. Most interviews were held face-to-face on campus, while 
a few were conducted via secure online platforms due to participants’ availability. To 
ensure data quality, all interviews followed a consistent protocol based on the refined 
interview guide. Participants were provided with a brief overview of the research 
aims and ethical procedures before the interview began. Each session was digitally 
recorded, with prior consent, and later transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions were 
anonymised and securely stored. 

3.2.1. Target Population

This study targets faculty members, administrators, and representatives of 
partner enterprises from application-oriented undergraduate universities in China 
as its population. Faculty, however, are considered key stakeholders in the faculty 
development process because they are directly associated with educational 
programme design and implementation as well as the professional development 
of faculty. The study thus conducts itself on these groups to provide diversity in 
perspectives of the challenges and opportunities that are faced in faculty development 
in the application-oriented universities. Taking a comprehensive view, faculty’s 
experiences, program leaders’ strategic perspectives, and administrators’ policy-
making roles are highlighted in these factors that shape faculty development in 
these institutions.

3.2.2. Sampling Technique

This study employed a purposive sampling technique to identify and select 
participants who possessed direct experience and insight into the implementation 
of university–industry collaboration in application-oriented undergraduate 
institutions. Purposive sampling, also referred to as judgmental or expert sampling, 
is commonly used in qualitative research to ensure that information-rich cases 
are included, thereby increasing the relevance and depth of the data collected 
(Naz, Gulab & Aslam, 2022; Ruslin et al., 2022). In the context of this study, three 
representative application-oriented universities in Jiangsu Province were selected, 
each at a different stage of development—from early-stage transformation to 
mature integration of industry collaboration. Although all institutions are based 
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in Jiangsu, their internal structures, strategies, and developmental stages ensure 
diversity in the data, while their geographical coherence strengthens the contextual 
comparability. This sampling strategy not only ensures the inclusion of typical 
cases but also enables the study to capture variations across different stages of 
institutional development, enhancing the applicability and theoretical contribution 
of the findings.

3.2.3. Samples

The sample selection was guided by Educational Ecology Theory, emphasising 
the dynamic interaction among individuals, institutions, and external environments to 
ensure diversity and representativeness of data (Naz et al., 2022). The sample size 
followed the principle of data saturation (Kovacs & Le Mens, 2024): Initial coding was 
conducted after every 5–6 interviews; if no new themes emerged in three consecutive 
interviews, saturation was considered reached. Saturation was assessed separately 
for each participant group, and interviews ceased when the final two participants 
added no new information. Theoretical coverage was ensured across individual, 
organisational, industry, and policy dimensions.

A total of 23 participants were interviewed: 9 university administrators (coded as 
D1–D9) from teaching development centers, industry colleges, or human resources 
departments, all of whom had led major university–enterprise collaboration 
projects within the past three years; 9 frontline university teachers (coded as 
T1–T9) who had either led enterprise-funded projects or accumulated more than 
six months of industry work experience; and 5 enterprise representatives (coded 
as M1–M5) from companies engaged in annual cooperation worth over RMB 
500,000 or co-established joint training bases, all of whom held executive or key 
functional positions.

3.2.4. Data Collection Tool

In this study, data were collected through both online and face-to-face semi-
structured interviews. Before the formal interviews, researchers built rapport with 
participants by briefly introducing the study and ensuring confidentiality to create a 
relaxed atmosphere (Beresford et al., 2022; Hemmler et al., 2022). Participants were 
informed about the interview purpose, audio recording, and data use, and written 
consent was obtained (Dessler, 2020). Each interview lasted 40–60 minutes and 
was recorded with consent. The recordings were transcribed into Word documents, 
anonymised, and edited to remove filler words while preserving original meaning. 
Transcripts followed the interview guide structure for consistency and were returned 
to participants for accuracy checks (Creswell, 2021).

3.3. Data Analysis Method

Thematic analysis, a frequently used method in qualitative research for deriving 
and analysing patterns within the data (Squires, 2023), was used to examine the 
data. The thematic analysis is suitable for exploring the meanings of gaps and 
textural dimensions of qualitative data through the researcher’s identification of 
the main themes that address the research objectives. The steps of this method 
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include transcribing the interview data and coding to identify themes that recur 
across ecological factors that influence teaching. Now that these themes have been 
identified, they were organised into individual categories which correspond with the 
various components of the ecological model: institutional policy, curriculum design, 
faculty experiences, and external support systems. The study applies thematic 
analysis to explore both explicit and implicit factors influencing application-oriented 
university faculty development to construct a model that represents these findings.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

Any research involving human participants must have ethical considerations to 
the utmost. This study followed guidelines when it came to the ethical principles of 
informed consent, confidentiality, and participant well-being. All the interviewees 
were given an information sheet, which explained the purpose of the research, their 
roles in participating in it and their rights as participants. All participants were given 
informed consent, namely that their participation is voluntary, and that they have the 
right to withdraw at any time with no consequences. The interview was taking place 
in a friendly and respectful manner to allow participants to express themselves.

The data, as well as the interview transcripts, were secured and can be accessed 
only by the research team and all identifying information was removed from the 
interview transcripts. The results were also reported on a group level only, making 
it impossible for individual responses to be further traced to individual participants. 
The research procedures are intended to ensure that all the procedures happen 
according to ethical standards that have been put in place in terms of educational 
research (Silverman & Patterson, 2021).

4. Data Analysis

The data analysis in this study focuses on interpreting the responses collected from 
semi-structured interviews with faculty members, administrators, and representatives 
of partner enterprises from application-oriented undergraduate universities in China. 
To meet the objectives,  the responses were analysed through thematic analysis, 
which identified key patterns and themes of the practices of faculty development, 
challenges and ecological factors that influence professional growth in those 
institutions. The interview responses are taken up into several themes that relate to 
the two main research objectives. These themes developed out of the participant 
responses, which offered a wide perspective of the challenges and opportunities at 
hand in ecological teaching development.

4.1. Development of Themes

Table 1 shows that the Research Objectives 1 (RO1) themes are based on current 
practices, challenges, and their correspondence to institutional goals, on faculty 
development practices. Themes for Research Objective 2 (RO2) include ecological 
themes related to institutional policies, curriculum structures and the teaching 
environment on professional development.

Themes associated with each of the research objectives were developed by 
analysing the patterns of the interview responses.
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Table 1: Themes.

Research Objective 1: Faculty 
Development Practices and Challenges

Research Objective 2: Ecological Factors 
Influencing Faculty Development

4.2.1. Strengths and Weaknesses of Faculty 
Development Programs

4.3.1. Impact of Institutional Policies on 
Professional Development

4.2.2. Challenges in Professional 
Development

4.3.2. Influence of Curriculum Structure and 
Resources

4.2.3. Alignment with Student Needs and 
University Goals

4.3.3. Integration of Ecological Factors in 
Faculty Development

4.2. Faculty Development Practices and Challenges

4.2.1. Strengths and Weaknesses of Faculty Development Programs

Participants responded that the currently application-oriented universities in China’s 
faculty development programmes have both strengths and weaknesses. Some of 
the positive points noted by some participants included seminars and structured 
workshops, as in D1, who highlighted practical workshops. Yet, these programmes 
rarely fulfil the specific needs of application-oriented disciplines, and there was a 
strong consensus that this was the case. 

Table 2: Responses.

T2: “While the university provides decent training opportunities, they are often generic and don’t cater 
to the specific demands of applied programs.”
T5: “The programs are well-structured but tend to focus more on theory than practical skills, which is 
less helpful for applied university teaching.”
D4: “I find the programs to be useful but limited in scope, and there’s no follow-up or continuous 
development after the initial training.”
M2: “The training programs are relatively well integrated with enterprises and focus on production 
processes; however, they lack programs that keep pace with the latest industry trends.”

From Table 2, it can be seen that T2 stated that the training is usually too general, 
and T5 noted that the focus is theoretical and, what is more, does not have a 
practical and industry-related approach. D4 agreed that the programmes were well 
structured, though not far enough to draw faculty in for ongoing support after the 
initial training. M2 believes that the training content does not keep up with the latest 
industry developments. One weakness that stood out from the responses was the 
discrepancy between theory and practice, in particular, the lack of preparation for the 
rigours of the application-oriented fields in which students deserve more industry-
aligned teaching by hands-on means. Overall, the programmes provide the content 
but do not provide continual, relevant development for the experienced problems 
that faculty are handling in (application-oriented) universities.

4.2.2. Challenges in Professional Development

Discussion was also wide and far-ranging regarding the challenges to professional 
development in application-oriented universities. A major motivating factor was given 
as time constraints in many of the responses. 
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Table 3: Responses.

T1: “Limited time for professional development and lack of tailored resources for specific subjects. More 
practical, job-relevant programs could help.”
T4: “The biggest challenge is balancing teaching duties with development opportunities. Having flexible, 
self-paced learning options would help.”
D3: “Funding and time constraints make it difficult to attend development programs. More accessible 
online courses could alleviate this.”
D6: “Teaching, research, and student management leave little time for growth; more time for development 
is needed.”

From Table 3, it can be seen that T1 and T4 shared the challenge of time that 
faculty had to dedicate to meaningful professional development, and T1 also noted 
the balancing act of fitting in professional development time. D3’s comment also 
mirrors this challenge of the difficulty of accessing development programmes due 
to inadequate financial support and resources. Participants were asked how more 
flexible, accessible development opportunities could help win over the young urban 
professionals. According to D6, teaching, research, and student management often 
take priority over professional development, leaving faculty with limited time for growth 
activities. Additionally, the initiative for more degree-applicable and job-specific 
development programmes was common. Participants suggested that the lessons 
that development programmes must impart should be relevant to the framework of 
application-oriented disciplines, teaching knowledge and pedagogical strategies that 
are easily applied in the classroom.

4.2.3. Alignment with Student Needs and University Goals

Regarding alignment, the responses of the participants indicated that there is no 
alignment between faculty development programmes with the needs of the students 
and the general objectives of the universities. 

Table 4: Responses.

T3: “They don’t always align well, especially in applied fields. Programs should focus more on practical 
teaching methods and industry knowledge.”
T4: “Development programs seem to focus on theoretical aspects, while our students need teachers 
who are prepared for practical, real-world scenarios.”
D5: “These programs cover basic teaching principles but can improve by better aligning with skills 
students need for future careers.”
M3: “Development programs don’t always match the applied university curriculum. We need more 
industry-specific training that reflects students’ practical needs.”

In Table 4, several participants observed that faculty development in general 
rarely emphasises industry-specific needs. This notion was substantiated by T4, who 
shared that the development programmes do not provide faculty with the necessary 
practical skills to teach students who end up in the workforce. In her third example, 
D5 mentions the absence of real-world applications in development programmes and 
states that there is a discussion of teaching methods, but these methods lack real-life 
applicability to the challenges students face. M3 also raised the need for a curriculum 
that is more closely aligned with students’ career goals and suggested that faculty 
development should be related to students’ career preparation. The consensus was 
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that faculty development must advance to keep pace with the practitioner’s needs 
of students, particularly the former in the application-oriented fields and on the 
university’s institutionalisation of professional development programmes as a part, 
for example, of an educational objective.

4.3. Ecological Factors Influencing Faculty Development

4.3.1. Impact of Institutional Policies on Professional Development

The professional development of the faculty in application-oriented undergraduate 
universities is mainly influenced by institutional policies. 

Table 5: Responses.

T1: “Policies on research and teaching leave little room for professional development. Greater administrative 
support and time allocation for training would be beneficial.”
D2: “Support for faculty development varies across departments—some offer strong programs, while 
others lack sufficient resources and incentives.”
D3: “Policies often prioritise research over teaching. Greater administrative support for teaching-focused 
development would improve overall quality.”
M1: Some departments provide solid training programs, but often lack resources and incentives, hindering 
the effective development of application-oriented talents needed by enterprises.

From Table 5, it can be seen that one of the participants, T1 and D3, confirmed 
that administrative policies tend to focus more on research than teaching, giving less 
scope for professional development. D2 also agreed with this view, as the level of 
support for faculty development is highly inconsistent across departments. A recurring 
problem was the lack of a standardised manner of professional development at the 
institutional level. Policies were also not considered to have always accounted for 
the needs of the application-oriented disciplines. For example, M1 points out that the 
lack of resources and incentives in training makes it difficult to effectively cultivate 
application-oriented talents. As institutional policies exist to support professional 
growth, the responses suggest that the policies do not necessarily evolve into an 
environment for supporting faculty development, which is prioritised and integrated 
into daily academic practices.

4.3.2. Influence of Curriculum Structure and Resources

It is argued that the curriculum structure and available resources were significant 
ecological factors that influenced faculty development. 

Table 6: Responses.

T2: “The curriculum is rigid, and resources are difficult to use effectively. Increased flexibility and improved 
resource utilisation would support development.”
T7: “The teaching environment fosters innovation, yet limited resources constrain the adoption of new 
methods. Enhanced technology investment is necessary.”
D4: “While support for innovation is present, a shortage of resources hinders the implementation of new 
methods. Investment in technology is crucial.”
M3: “The curriculum is inflexible and lacks resources, failing to meet the needs of enterprises. Greater 
support in technology and resources is required to align training with industry standards.”
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From Table 6, it can be seen that there is a concern brought up by T2, who stated 
that it is about the rigidity of the curriculum, which makes it impossible for faculty to 
engage in innovative teaching methods. Consequently, this rigidity renders faculty 
increasingly powerless in their ability to make room to learn professionally, which is 
reflective of the changing conditions of students. T7 mentions that faculty working in 
the fields involve themselves in application-oriented learning, and they need access 
to industry-related things and teaching materials, which is very tough to achieve 
because of the constraints at the institutions. D4 and M3 pointed out that investment 
in technology is crucial, and that increasing investment in technology and resources 
is needed to align training with industry standards. This problem is made worse by 
the lack of updated resources to assist in supporting the curriculum already in place. 
The inability of faculty to effectively teach students using resources in preparing them 
for careers in rapidly changing industries is due to the lack of resources. In summary, 
the responses indicated that the curriculum structure and provided resources should 
be better aligned with the aims of application-oriented education, to assist faculty’s 
professional development more.

4.3.3. Integration of Ecological Factors in Faculty Development.

They were then asked how this integration of ecological factors like institutional 
policies, curriculum design and the teaching environment in faculty development 
models could be improved.

Table 7: Responses.

D1: “Integrating more industry partnerships and updating policies to provide time for professional 
development would better support teachers.”
D2: “By aligning curriculum goals with real-world demands and offering ongoing administrative support, 
the university can better facilitate teacher development.”
M1: “Creating more opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration and adjusting institutional policies 
to prioritise teaching development would enhance professional growth.”
M3: “A more flexible curriculum that allows teachers to experiment with new teaching methods, combined 
with institutional policies that support continuous learning, would be effective.”

From Table 7, the responses suggest that a context-specific, more holistic 
approach is needed. The other D1 suggested that universities ought to create more 
flexible policies that enable more involvement of faculty in professional development. 
It involves giving time for development activities that do not interfere with teaching 
responsibilities. Industry and academia should work more closely, D2 suggested, and 
faculty development programmes should be determined by trends and challenges 
in the industry. M1 and M3 pointed out that more resources are needed, and more 
flexibility in the curriculum is necessary. M1 suggested that the cases of the teaching 
process at universities could be better if universities integrated real-world application 
studies and industry collaborations into part of the curriculum content so that faculty 
are more prepared for the practical teaching requirement. These views of T5 support 
the fact that ecological factors should be considered in designing the model of faculty 
development; institutional policies and the teaching environment, together with 
curriculum design, should work to contribute to the continuous development of the 
faculty. There was a consensus amongst the participants that faculty development 
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programmes should be more flexible and responsive to the needs of the faculty, the 
student and the industry.

The integration of ecological factors into faculty development programmes in 
application-oriented universities is vital for a more effective, contextually relevant 
approach to professional growth, since the sentiment of any analysis of participant 
responses is that faculty development programmes are not well established. The 
main implication is that institutions should focus on ensuring policies, the curriculum, 
and teaching environments are aligned with the needs of both faculty and students 
for effective and sustainable development of faculty.

5. Discussion, Conclusion, and Recommendations

The Educational Ecology Theory served as the foundation of the construction of an 
application-oriented faculty development model for application-oriented undergraduate 
Universities in China. It aimed to explore faculty development practices, challenges 
and ecological determinants of professional growth. The findings of semi-structured 
interviews provide key themes about the strengths and weaknesses of current faculty 
development programmes, the effect of institutional and curriculum policy, the teaching 
environment and how they can be integrated into a comprehensive development 
model. In this section, the findings are discussed in a conclusion together with 
recommendations for educators, policymakers and suggestions for further research. 

This study addressed the problem of the lack of a context-specific faculty development 
model which can be used to cater to the needs of application-oriented undergraduate 
Universities in China. However, in the field of application-oriented fields as an educator, 
only a small effort is made to understand how ecological factors, such as institutional 
policies, curriculum structure, and teaching environment, impact the professional 
development of practising educators. In addition, most existing models of faculty 
development are generic and do not comply with the requirements of faculty working in 
application-oriented universities, where the teaching process is mediated by the industry 
and practice requires the development of acquired, application-oriented competencies.

A qualitative research methodology was used in the study, aided using semi-
structured interviews as the main tool for data collection. Through the semi-structured 
approach, it was feasible to delve deeper into the participants’ experiences and 
senses of faculty development in the application-oriented undergraduate Universities 
at the time. Purposive sampling of 23 participants—including faculty members, 
administrators, and representatives of partner enterprises from application-oriented 
undergraduate universities in China—was conducted to obtain diverse perspectives 
on the topic. Through thematic analysis of the interviews, recurring themes were 
identified and key findings of the programmes of faculty development were elicited 
from this, including the strengths and weaknesses of the programmes currently in 
place, as well as ecological factors that influence faculty growth.

5.1. Discussion of the Results

This study finding matches the previous research on the development of faculty 
within higher education, in application-oriented universities. Fan et al. (2020) pointed 
out that the current faculty development programmes in Chinese higher education 
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aimed at application-oriented disciplines fall short of the needs of application-oriented 
disciplines that need more practical and industry-oriented approaches in teaching. Like 
Zhang et al. (2024), they also pointed out that faculty training programmes and the 
actual demand of students in the application-oriented fields are largely disconnected. 
Secondly, this finding is consistent with the previous studies in other contexts (Fang 
et al., 2021; Scott et al., 2023) in terms of faculty development, which is concerned 
with these issues of time constraints and resource limits.

The literature also explores how institutional policies and curriculum design affect the 
development of faculty. For example, as Zhang et al. (2024) noted, the more ready these 
institutional policies are to support faculty’s development, the better the conditions for 
professional growth. The findings in terms of the rigidity of the curriculum and shortage of 
industry-specific resources are also consistent with the prior studies by Perera et al. (2023), 
wherein they suggested more dynamic and adaptable curricula capable of accommodating 
both faculty and students in the application-oriented undergraduate universities.

According to these results, there are several critical issues in faculty development 
in Chinese application-oriented undergraduate Universities. The findings show one of 
the disconnects between the content of faculty’s development programmes and the 
needs of students (practice-oriented, industry-based). Faculty in application-oriented 
universities commonly struggle to have their students ready for careers in such fields as 
technology, engineering and business, although most of their professional development 
courses focus on general pedagogical skills less related to what it means to teach 
in these highly specialised fields. This gap provides an opportunity to develop more 
context-specific and industry-relevant faculty development programmes that match 
the objectives of an application-oriented education.

A second important finding concerns the influence of institutional policies on 
faculty development. However, the study also found that policies and support for 
administrative development are not standardised across departments, with some 
universities having more extensive development programmes than others. The lack of 
this consistency indicates that faculty development needs to be moved to an integral 
place in the university’s mission within an articulated and more consistent set of 
policies. Additionally, the rigidity of the structure of curricula, and limited resources 
for support of faculty continued growth and development, limits faculty relationships 
with their professional development. Thus there is a need to develop curricula that 
are more iterative and flexible allowing for creativity and making space for applied 
learning. Additionally, the disconnection of environmental factors - institutional policies, 
curriculum, and curriculum design, and teaching space - indicates a need for a more 
integrated approach to faculty development. Universities need to begin thinking 
collaboratively about how these areas are aligned to develop a more supportive 
context for faculty ongoing development.

5.2. Summary of Main Results

The analysis highlighted a number of significant findings regarding the faculty 
development practices and the ecological factors pertinent to these practices. 
Participants also pointed to the strengths and weaknesses of existing faculty 
development programs in the application-oriented institutions. Respondents reported 
that the positives of faculty development in their institutions included structured 
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workshops or sometimes practical components, but these do not meet the needs of 
the application-oriented disciplines. Common weaknesses that were present included 
inadequate ongoing support after on-the-job training, and lack of ‘real life’ (applicable) 
action after training. Possible challenges to professional development that they attested 
to included time constraints, inadequate resources, and the absence of appropriate 
tailored training based on the immediate needs of industry. The participants had 
difficulty balancing their teaching responsibilities with development programs, and 
some suggested what they described as generic, one fits all training models failed 
to account for their specific needs pertaining to application-oriented disciplines.

Under the category of ecological factors, the study notes that institutional policies 
and administrative support varied among departments; some institutions have at 
least somewhat viable pathways for development while it could be presumed that 
other institutions would have very little. The inflexibility in the curriculum structure 
and the lack of resources, in this regard, also presented difficult barriers for faculty 
innovation and professional development. In addition to institutional policies about 
faculty development, all curricular decisions in addition to the design of the teaching 
space at the institution were also fragmented.

5.3. Recommendations for Educators and Policymakers

According to the findings, some recommendations can be made for educators and 
policymakers in the field of application-oriented undergraduate Universities in China. First of 
all, the structure of faculty development programmes must account for the types of disciplines 
the faculty are being developed for. The projects must support faculty in developing useful 
practices and resources that relate to that practice and could be utilized in the classroom. 
Continuing education needs to be affordable, therefore it should be an attractive option for 
faculty, it needs to acknowledge their flexibility around their time and it must be accessible 
to allow faculty to develop without taking them away from their teaching. 

In addition, universities need to be more proactive in stating that they encourage 
faculty development as a strategic goal and connect the work with their mission. In this 
case, this could be defined by the degree to which they are providing administrative 
support for faculty development, the amount of time, if any, during the year the faculty is 
allocated for professional development or if they regard their policies as being uniform 
within the department. Faculty development should require administrative funding and 
having access to technology which allows the faculty to stay abreast of innovating 
activities and ensure practitioners are supporting the faculty in developing the quality 
of their practice. In closing, what is needed is a more integrated model for faculty 
development; one that is supported by policies of the institution, curriculum design, and 
teaching space to enable faculty development. Universities should establish a culture 
of collaboration with departments, industry partners and faculty to design programs 
that are not one-off events, but rather meaningful and enduring in the long term.

5.4. Implications of Research and Practice

The ramifications of this research are significant both theoretically and practically. By 
utilizing an Educational Ecology Theory approach to the issue of faculty development 
in application-oriented universities, the research helps advance the educational theory 
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domain. The research highlights the role and influence of ecological variables including 
institutional policy, curriculum, and academic context to faculty development, and so 
takes a holistic view to illustrate the role of these aspects in faculty growth. It could 
potentially contribute to the development of future models for faculty development 
in application-oriented universities, as well as in other similar educational contexts. 
Practically, the findings demonstrate that faculty development in application-oriented 
universities should not be a traditional one-size fits all training programme, and 
to properly address faculty preparation needs in application-oriented disciplines, 
policymakers and educators should collaborate together to develop not only industry-
specific and context-specific, but also flexible training programmes.

5.5. Suggestions for Further Research

Though this study contributes to the elucidation of the faculty development landscape 
of Chinese application-oriented universities, there is still a need for more research. 
Future studies may analyse how robust faculty development programmes are at 
the application-oriented universities in training faculty to meet such environmental 
demands. Furthermore, the research could analyse the role of industry partnerships 
in faculty development, treating the subject of collaboration between universities 
and industries to boost faculty training. An additional possible area of research is 
how institutional culture affects faculty development in connection with the impact 
of leadership and administrative support on the professional growth of educators.

5.6. Limitations

Although this study has made certain explorations in theoretical construction and 
empirical analysis, several limitations remain that warrant improvement and expansion 
in future research: First, the sample scope is somewhat limited. This study employed 
purposive sampling to select three application-oriented undergraduate universities 
at different stages of development in Jiangsu Province as case studies. While these 
samples have a certain degree of representativeness, they are insufficient to fully 
reflect the overall situation of faculty development under industry-education integration 
across different regions and types of application-oriented universities nationwide. 
Therefore, the generalizability and external validity of the findings are limited. Second, 
the data mainly come from semi-structured interviews, which, although helpful in 
deeply exploring the authentic views and experiences of respondents, still have 
issues such as high subjectivity and a limited sample size, potentially affecting the 
comprehensiveness and objectivity of the analysis. Future research could attempt to 
incorporate multiple methods, such as surveys, classroom observations, and bibliometric 
analysis, to achieve data triangulation and supplementation, thereby providing a more 
comprehensive picture of faculty development in application-oriented universities.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Interview Questions
For Research Objective 1
1.	 Can you describe your experience with the current faculty development programs 

at your university? What are some strengths and weaknesses of these programs?
2.	 What are the biggest challenges you face as an educator in terms of professional 

development, and how do you think these challenges could be addressed?
3.	 How do you think the current faculty development programs align with the needs 

of the students and the overall educational goals of your university?

For Research Objective 2
4.	 In what ways do institutional policies and administrative support impact your 

professional development as a faculty member? Can you provide examples?
5.	 How do factors such as the curriculum structure, the teaching environment, 

and available resources influence your teaching practices and professional 
development?

6.	 How can the university integrate these ecological factors (institutional policies, 
curriculum design, etc.) more effectively to support faculty development?
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