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Abstract 

The main goal of professional development programs in higher education is to transfer what has been 
learned to the workplace. “Transfer” is a key obstacle to the success of PDP. To reduce the transfer 
gap, it seems necessary to study the PDP design process. Little is known about this process carried 
out by centralized units in institutions of higher education. Therefore, we analyzed the PDP design 
process in 12 Ecuadorian universities (5 private and 7 public) and focused on the extent to which 
these designs took into account the Basic Psychological Needs of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness of teachers that determine their motivation and motivation to transfer. Our findings 
suggest a strong emphasis on teachers’ need of competence, neglecting other essential areas that 
influence transfer, particularly the need of relatedness. The results help repositioning the PDP design 
approach based on Self-determination theory (SDT) in view of promoting transfer of learning. 

Keywords: Professional Development, Transfer of learning, Self-determination theory, Higher 
Education.   

1 INTRODUCTION 

There is extensive research about the impact of professional development in primary and secondary 
school teachers to improve the quality of teaching and transfer of learning [1], [2]. Though there is 
plenty of research regarding the innovation of teaching at higher education (HE) level, the literature 
about design and impact of HE professional development programs (PDP) remains scarce [3], [4].  

Research suggests that motivation to transfer is a key element in transfer of learning [5], [6]. However, 
there is a lack of studies that incorporate a focus on motivation in PDP models. Current PDP research 
models focus on a variety of individual teacher variables, such as their beliefs, mission and identity 
(see e.g., the ‘onion model’ of Korthagen [7] This “onion model” takes into account the following 
dimensions in a teacher: environment, behavior, competencies, beliefs, identity, and mission. Though 
this model is helpful to understand individual teacher behavior, it neglects motivational processes 
(e.g., motivation to transfer) and how these are influenced by external variables. Other models, such 
as the Practice-Based Professional Development model of Loewenberg Ball & Cohen, (1999) present 
a framework that stresses the need to link PDP to current teachers’ practices in order to be effective. 
Though relevant, these models do also not provide a framework, explaining what external design 
characteristics of PDP are critical in higher education. A more comprehensive framework is needed.  

To improve transfer of learning, we need to understand the design process of PDP in higher 
education, particularly how these processes address motivational aspects of teachers to foster 
transfer. This introduces a discussion about the link between these design processes and the way 
they meet the BPN of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the faculty. In other words, we want 
to know whether the BPN are taken into consideration by centralized units when designing PDP. 

2 PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND TRANSFER OF LEARNING 

In the present study, the concept of PDP is defined as the activities directed to achieve positive 
outcomes in the education of the faculty in knowledge and skills, with the intention to improve behavior 
and way of thinking; with the ultimate purpose of improving student learning [4], [9]. We consider in the 



context of the present study only PDP formally organized by the institution of higher education and 
offered to their faculty members.  

Transfer of learning is the application of new knowledge, skills, or behavior, to the workplace and it is 
the desired goal when implementing PDP in higher education [10] “The transfer problem” is the gap 
between what has been learned during a PDP and its actual implementation in the workplace. The 
“transfer problem” review of Baldwin and Ford [11] set forward a research trajectory to reduce this 
gap. Available related reviews agree on three main clusters of variables that play a role in the transfer 
process: learner characteristics, intervention design, and work environment [6]. 

2.1 Variables affecting transfer of learning: PDP design and motivation to 
transfer 

In a PDP context, faculty members are learners. This implies personal characteristics play a key role; 
e.g., their career perspective, their perceived instructional strengths and weaknesses, their actual 
skills, their years of experience, and educational qualifications, their attitudes and cognitive abilities, 
etc. The latter incorporates motivational variables such as: motivation to transfer, motivation to 
participate in PDP, motivation to learn, etc. The study of De Rijdt et. al. [6] suggests that motivation to 
transfer and motivation to learn influence actual transfer of learning in PDP of higher education. In the 
present study we examine the extent to which these motivational variables have been considered in 
the PDP design process. 

Research points at the following critical PDP design decisions. For instance, research suggests peer 
support influences transfer of learning [12]. Other studies shows how PDP design choices, such as 
incorporating practice and feedback impact transfer of learning [13]. PDP building on active learning 
methods – incorporating practice and feedback – results in positive transfer of learning [1]. Others 
point at linking the selection of learning goals, methods, environment, and content to the results of a 
proper analysis of needs of faculty members [6]. 

3 SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY (SDT) 

Motivation to transfer depends on the extent to which the learner has been satisfied in their 
psychological needs. According to SDT, motivation depends on the satisfaction of BPN that are 
innate, and considered universal: autonomy, competence, and relatedness [9]. 

3.1 Autonomy 
It refers to the individual´s faculty of volition. Autonomy highlights a person´s need to give 
opportunities for personal choices [9]. In our context, it refers to activities that promote direct 
involvement of faculty members in the design and implementation process, aiming at internalizing new 
learning presented through organizational initiatives such as PDP. Research suggests the way PDP is 
presented to teachers influences how they internalize new learning [10]. Consequently, PDP initiatives 
should aim at promoting autonomy support of faculty members.  

3.2 Competence 
Reveals the inner desire to influence our surroundings, to feel being effective. It includes the inner 
desire to conquer and successfully meet challenges in the professional setting. Satisfying competence 
provides a sense of security and stability [11]. In PDP, teachers need to feel confident before 
introducing new learning to their work-settings. What has been learned will only be applied when 
teachers feel up to the task [12]. Feedback, practice, hands-on workshops, active learning, contribute 
to the need for competence satisfaction in PDP.   

3.3 Relatedness 

Refers to the person´s desire to relate to others. It does not only refer to the natural need to feel 
bonded, loved and cared for, but it extends to the organizational climate supporting personal growth. 
[9], [13]. In terms of PDP faculty members should not to feel alone and isolated when tackling the 
challenge of implementing new learning. This calls for applying PDP ingredients such as peer 
assessment, supervisory support, feedback, and accompaniment. 



4 RESEARCH DESING 

The main research question guiding this study is: To what extent does the PDP design processes in 
Ecuadorian Universities consider the BPN of academic staff? 

5 RESEARCH INSTRUMENT 

A structured interview was designed. Interview questions reflected the outcomes of a literature review 
about the key variables influencing transfer of learning. Building on De Rijdt et al., (2013) these factors 
are grouped into three main clusters of variables: 1. characteristics of the learner, 2. PDP intervention 
design, and variables in the 3. academic working environment. We expect answers to these questions 
to be helpful to extract the extent to which the BPN of teachers are being fostered. 

6 RESEARCH SAMPLE 

To involve staff of units organizing PDP, we selected specific universities. Selection criteria were 
based on academic rank and geographical location. At the time of the data collection, 5 universities 
were positioned in Tier 1 and 22 universities in Tier 2. A sample of 10 universities was taken from both 
groups, geographically located in the three largest cities of the country: Quito, Guayaquil, and Cuenca. 
We also included one university from Tier 4, representing a vulnerable area of the country, as well as 
one major university from Tier 3 due to its historical importance and size. In total our sample consisted 
of 12 universities: 5 private and 7 public universities. We purposefully selected these universities to 
develop a full picture to answer the research question [14]. In total data were collected through 16 
interviews. 

7 PROCEDURE 

In the context of each university, face-to-face interviews were set up with individuals responsible for 
the centralized units in charge of the design and implementation process of PDP. One-hour interviews 
were carried out by the main researcher. Informed written-consent was obtained from each participant. 
In view of the qualitative analysis, each interview was digitally recorded and transcribed. The 
researcher also took notes during the interviews [14].  

8 DATA ANALYSIS 

Each interview was transcribed verbatim. The program QSR NVivo 11 was used to analyze the data 
and coded according to indicators in relation to the satisfaction or frustration of the BPN: autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. First, each interview was considered as an individual case representing 
a university. Each significant reply to an interview question was considered a unit of analysis. Replies 
to these questions were considered as holistic units that could incorporate multiple indicators in 
relation to the three motivational BPN. 

Next, we classified to what extent we found in each reply to a question specific indicators related to 
one or more BPN: autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

9 RESULTS 

Each answer of centralized unit’s staff was coded and linked to either BPN satisfaction or frustration. 
From a quantitative perspective, this results in the following number of coded units: Autonomy 
frustration: 46. Autonomy satisfaction: 50. Competence frustration: 3. Competence satisfaction: 49. 
Relatedness frustration: 1. Relatedness satisfaction: 1. Table 1 shows the results of the indicators 
from the respondents answers related to the BPN.  

Table 1:  Indicators related to the Basic Psychological Needs 

 U1 U2 U3 U4 U5 U6 U7 U8 U9 U10 U11 U12 Total 

Autonomy 



Autonomy Frustration 10 4 2 8 1 0 10 0 2 7 2 0 46 

Autonomy Satisfaction 7 4 8 7 4 8 3 4 1 1 2 1 50 

Competence 

Competence Frustration 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 3 

Competence Satisfaction 1 5 6 1 3 1 1 5 3 10 12 1 49 

Relatedness 

Relatedness Frustration 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Relatedness Satisfaction 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

UX = universities. Bold indicates more than one respondent interviewed. 

9.1 Autonomy 

9.1.1 Autonomy Frustration 

We found a large number of indicators suggesting frustrating the need of autonomy in the faculty. 
These related mainly to the structure and organization of the PDP.  

The indicators stressed a top-down structure in the design process of PDP. Decisions about content, 
methodologies, and other areas of PDP were done by centralized units. We found no indicators of 
involvement of faculty in the design process. 

Institutions make most courses mandatory, especially for new staff on areas of pedagogy. 

U3: “There are cases when we do make a very formal invitation in which we say that you must attend”. 

U4: “Teachers with low results for the interests of the university have the obligation, it is not elective, 
but it is mandatory to follow a course…in pedagogical improvement”. 

U7: “By disposition of the authorities, we organize a cycle of continuous formation for new teachers. 
This course is mandatory”. 

9.1.2 9.1.2 Autonomy Satisfaction 

A comparable number of indicators related to autonomy support were observed in the PDP design 
process. These focus mainly on a) needs analysis usually performed at the end of a PDP, where 
faculty members are able to describe further needs for training. 

U11: “We have, in the questionnaire that measures the needs that the teachers selected about what 
they want…then we start to build (PDP)”. 

We found one university that switched the modality of participation to a completely voluntary system 
supporting the need of autonomy. 

U6: “This is an important point because we know that there are some universities that make it 
mandatory for their faculty to participate in entrance courses. We do not do that. We do not do it today. 
We did that during a couple of semesters but it did not work”. 

Another university presents no PDP for their faculty members. Instead, each individual staff member is 
required to find their own PDP.  

9.2 Competence 

9.2.1 9.2.1 Competence Frustration 

Very few elements directly fit this category. However, the need of competence may be hindered if 
faculty is not allowed to put into practice what they learned. In this sense, theory over practice, and 
lack of feedback may hinder the need of competence in the learner. 



U3: “In some cases, it (PDP) may be too theoretical and that may not work out in practice”. 

9.2.2 9.2.2 Competence Satisfaction 

Centralized units make substantial efforts to facilitate teaching new learning to faculty members. 
Efforts include: providing competent facilitators, proper infrastructure, financial accessibility for faculty 
(discounts), time slots, etc.  

Pedagogy and research are the two dominant areas where competence is sought to be satisfied. 
Universities provide their faculty with the necessary tools to improve their teaching and research skills. 
We found the content area of pedagogy of great concern to centralized units. Pedagogy includes: ICT, 
teaching methodologies, educational theories, etc. next to a focus on scientific research.  

9.2.3 9.2.3 Pedagogy 

Centralized unites prioritize PDP on pedagogy due to the lack of teaching formation in their faculty. 

U1: What we try to do is to provide them with all the teaching methodologies…how teaching 
methodology works, how to bring about the portfolio… the preparation of the syllabus …all this so that 
they can perform their activities”. 

U2: “We mainly worry about the pedagogical area. Because it is true that we have engineers, 
psychologists, etc., but they do not come out as teachers”. 

9.2.4 9.2.4 Research 

Research is considered to be a form of PDP in itself. There are great expectations for teachers to 
improve their research skills to directly benefit the institution. 

U3: “If you are a professor, you have to constantly update…that is why we emphasize research 
because it is the way that you get an external update”. 

Centralized units seem to put a lot of effort providing their faculty with the necessary knowledge and 
skills for professionalization in the areas of teaching and research. 

9.3 Relatedness 

9.3.1 9.3.1 Relatedness Frustration 

Few indicators of frustrating the need for relatedness were found; all related to a lack of 
accompaniment after the conclusion of PDP.  

U2: “The course finishes, we give them the certificate and we go ahead”. 

U1: “We give them a certificate, and then it becomes the teacher’s problem”. 

9.3.2 9.3.2 Relatedness Satisfaction 

But one institution mentioned an element suggesting PDP is a communal process. 

U3: “It makes no sense for the training to remain only with the one who received it. We are forming 
one person to become the nexus, the way, so that he can also train others and multiply the 
knowledge. That is one of the missions that we seek in the process of training”. 

10 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate PDP in higher education by looking at its design 
processes. Our analysis focused on characteristics of PDP design that might motivate teachers to 
transfer learning. The SDT framework facilitated the research approach when looking at indicators 
pointing at the satisfaction of BPN during the design process. This could help providing insight to 
reduce the often criticized transfer gap in higher education PDP [15]. 

When it comes to the need of autonomy, we found no evidence of systematic procedures to actively 
involve faculty members in the design process of PDP. Design choices were mainly made by 
centralized units. This is in line with other research criticizing how PDP models are being controlled by 
centralized units [16]. We suggest the promotion of initiatives that allow faculty to internalize their new 
knowledge by getting involved in the design process. Research shows that initiatives such as 



involvement in the needs analysis, explication of reasons behind the presentation of new knowledge, 
comprehension of how new approaches could affects their careers, … are some examples of how 
autonomy can be fostered in PDP design [17]. It is essential for faculty members to perceive that the 
new knowledge is presented to them for professional growth. Regarding autonomy satisfaction, we 
observed a large amount of indicators. Most were linked to PDP needs analysis and modality of 
participation. Often, centralized units present PDP as a way to secure tenure. In the Ecuadorian 
context, educational policies require faculty to participate in a total of 480 hours of training to be 
considered for full professorship. This significantly influenced participation of faculty. Centralized units 
use this as a framework to design PDP and fulfill governmental requirements.  

We found emphasis on the satisfaction of the need of competence, through activities that promote 
new skills development in content areas about teaching and research. The need of competence is not 
limited to acquiring new knowledge. It should also stress a positive perception on the learner to be 
able to handle the complex academic environment, allowing an adequate application of what was 
learned [18]. This is in line with research signaling that it is critical for the staff to feel they can 
effectively apply their knowledge in a new setting [19]. In view of effective transfer of learning and 
satisfaction of the need of competence, academic staff need extra reinforcement from the institution. 
This is in line with previous research pointing out the importance of institutional support in PDP [20]. 
SDT contemplates the BPN to be interrelated, that is, the BPN need to be fostered in relation to one 
another. In the present study, we did not find evidence of an interrelation among the three needs. PDP 
should include elements that promote the participant’s sense of volition, as well as support processes 
to allow academic staff to successfully transfer new learning. 

As to satisfying the need of relatedness we found no evidence of PDP design elements starting or 
sustaining a communal environment through PDP. We found no evidence of a systematic approach to 
accompaniment after the conclusion of a PDP. There is an immediate separation between the 
trainers/unit and academic staff as soon as a PDP finishes. In our view, PDP should not end with the 
conclusion of the course. PDP should continue until transfer of learning has taken place. This principle 
is reinforced by available research [21]. But PDP – in these Ecuadorian universities is still conceived 
not as a shared and collaborative activity, but rather as an individual task and responsibility. Little is 
done to satisfy the need of autonomy in faculty members. In line with previous research [22], it is 
suggested that centralized units start developing the need of relatedness of academic staff. Initiatives 
such as group work, feedback, peer assessment, positive reinforcement, and others are in this context 
essential elements when designing PDP [23] .  

For transfer of learning to occur, faculty members need to appropriate themselves of the new learning 
(autonomy), be confident to apply the new learning (competence), and receive the necessary support 
from the members of the institution (relatedness). This requires centralized units to adopt a holistic 
approach when designing PDP. The authors propose a model based on SDT to assist in this design 
process to improve transfer of learning in higher education. The model is shown in Fig. 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Theoretical framework based on Self-determination theory to analyze the design process of 
PDP in higher education. 
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