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Abstract

This study aimed to design and validate a competency model for teaching assistants at Islamic Azad University in Hormozgan Province.
This research employed an exploratory mixed-method design. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 12 experts and analyzed using thematic analysis. In the quantitative phase, 200 teaching assistants completed a researcher-
made questionnaire. Construct validity was assessed using confirmatory factor analysis, and reliability was evaluated through Cronbach’s
alpha and composite reliability indices. The findings revealed that the competency model consists of four main components: competencies,
facilitating factors, barriers, and mechanisms. Competencies were identified across ten dimensions, including scientific-professional
competence, technological skills, communication skills, educational creativity, transformational leadership, cognitive-analytical skills,
professional ethics, research, self-leadership, and cultural competencies. Confirmatory factor analysis showed that all factor loadings
exceeded 0.60 and t-values were greater than 1.96. Additionally, AVE values were above 0.50, and CR and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
exceeded 0.70, indicating acceptable convergent validity and reliability. The proposed model demonstrates strong validity and can serve
as a comprehensive framework for improving teaching assistants’ performance, enhancing evaluation systems, and developing professional
training programs in higher education institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of higher education systems over recent decades has intensified the need for improving
the quality of teaching and learning processes, particularly in large and diverse academic institutions.
Universities are increasingly required to respond to complex educational demands, technological
transformations, and evolving student expectations. In this context, the effectiveness of educational support
roles has become a critical determinant of instructional quality and institutional performance (Abdollahi et al.,
2025). Among these roles, teaching assistants (TAs) have emerged as key actors who facilitate learning
processes, support faculty members, and enhance student engagement in both traditional and digital learning
environments.

The role of teaching assistants has evolved significantly from primarily administrative or logistical support to
a multifaceted position encompassing instructional, communicative, and technological responsibilities.

Research indicates that effective deployment of teaching assistants can improve classroom interaction, increase



student participation, and reduce faculty workload (Jordan et al., 2026). However, the effectiveness of this
role depends heavily on the competencies possessed by teaching assistants and the organizational structures
that support their development. In many cases, the lack of clearly defined competency frameworks has led to
inconsistencies in recruitment, training, and performance evaluation of teaching assistants (Lewis, 2025).
The integration of digital technologies and artificial intelligence into higher education has further expanded
the expectations associated with teaching assistants. The emergence of Al-powered educational assistants and
digital learning platforms requires teaching assistants to possess advanced technological competencies and
digital literacy (Sajja et al., 2026). The acceptance and effective use of such technologies are influenced by
users’ technological readiness, attitudes, and institutional support systems (Wang & Yu, 2026). Moreover,
digital transformation in higher education institutions necessitates the development of new competencies
related to data-driven decision-making, online communication, and ethical considerations in digital
environments (Castro Benavides et al., 2026).

In addition to technological advancements, the increasing diversity of student populations and the globalization
of higher education have emphasized the importance of intercultural competence and effective communication
skills. Studies have shown that teaching assistants working in multicultural contexts must be able to manage
diverse learning needs and navigate complex interpersonal interactions (Chang, 2024). These findings
highlight the need for a comprehensive competency framework that integrates cognitive, behavioral, and
contextual dimensions.

The concept of competency itself has been widely discussed in the literature as a combination of knowledge,
skills, attitudes, and behaviors that enable effective performance in specific roles (Raj et al., 2024).
Competency-based approaches have been increasingly adopted in educational systems to standardize
expectations, enhance accountability, and improve performance outcomes. Previous research in educational
settings has identified key competency dimensions such as professional expertise, communication skills,
ethical conduct, and leadership abilities (Naseri & Hosseinpour, 2024; Nazarzadeh Danak et al., 2024).
However, most of these studies have focused on teachers, managers, or counselors, with limited attention to
the unique and hybrid role of teaching assistants.

Furthermore, prior studies have emphasized the importance of professional development, organizational
support, and feedback mechanisms in enhancing educational competencies (Mahari et al., 2024; Sabit al-
Atab et al., 2024). At the same time, challenges such as role ambiguity, insufficient training, and inadequate
infrastructure have been identified as barriers to effective performance (Webster, 2024). In the Iranian context,
particularly in large and decentralized systems such as Islamic Azad University, these challenges are further
compounded by regional diversity, varying resource availability, and differences in institutional culture
(Samadipour et al., 2025; Sayafan et al., 2023).

Despite the growing body of literature, there remains a significant gap in developing a comprehensive, context-

specific, and empirically validated competency model for teaching assistants in higher education institutions.



Most existing frameworks are either theoretical or lack rigorous validation processes, limiting their practical
applicability. Therefore, the present study aims to design and validate a competency model for teaching
assistants at Islamic Azad University in Hormozgan Province, providing a localized, comprehensive, and
measurable framework to enhance educational support quality and institutional effectiveness.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design combining qualitative and quantitative approaches.
In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 experts, including faculty
members, educational managers, and experienced teaching assistants. Purposeful sampling was used to select
participants with relevant expertise, and data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
The interview data were transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis based on a six-step approach,
supported by MAXQDA software for coding and data organization.

In the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of teaching assistants at Islamic Azad University
in Hormozgan Province. Using Cochran’s formula, a sample size was determined, and 200 participants were
selected through random sampling. A researcher-developed questionnaire was designed based on the findings
of the qualitative phase to measure the constructs of the competency model.

Data analysis included confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to assess construct validity and model fit. Reliability
was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR), while convergent validity was assessed
through average variance extracted (AVE). Model fit indices were also examined to ensure the adequacy of
the measurement model.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of four major components of the competency model:
competencies, facilitating factors, barriers, and mechanisms. The competency component included ten
dimensions: scientific-professional competence, technological and digital skills, communication and
interpersonal skills, creativity and innovation in education, transformational leadership, cognitive-analytical
skills, professional ethics, research and knowledge production, self-leadership and personal development, and
cultural competencies.

Facilitating factors were identified in five dimensions, including professional training and development,
organizational support, innovation development, research opportunities, and the provision of professional
experience. Barriers were categorized into nine dimensions, such as skill gaps, technological limitations,
organizational constraints, weak learning culture, research limitations, workload and burnout, communication
challenges, resistance to change, and role ambiguity. Additionally, ten mechanisms were identified for
strengthening competencies, including technological transformation, data-driven decision-making,
interdisciplinary learning, digital ethics, innovation in instructional design, and cognitive resilience.

The results of confirmatory factor analysis indicated that all factor loadings exceeded 0.60 and were

statistically significant, confirming the adequacy of the measurement model. The AVE values for all constructs



were above 0.50, indicating acceptable convergent validity. Furthermore, Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability values were above 0.70 for all constructs, demonstrating strong internal consistency and reliability.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the competency of teaching assistants is a multidimensional and
dynamic construct that extends beyond traditional academic knowledge. The integration of technological,
communicative, cognitive, and ethical dimensions highlights the complexity of the teaching assistant role in
contemporary higher education environments. The identified competencies reflect the evolving demands of
digital learning environments, where teaching assistants are expected to act not only as facilitators of
knowledge but also as mediators of learning experiences, coordinators of educational processes, and
contributors to innovation in teaching practices.

The presence of facilitating factors alongside barriers underscores the importance of a systemic perspective in
understanding competency development. Competencies are not solely individual attributes but are shaped by
organizational structures, institutional culture, and available resources. The findings suggest that effective
competency development requires alignment between individual capabilities and organizational support
systems. Without such alignment, even highly capable individuals may face challenges in achieving optimal
performance.

The identification of barriers such as role ambiguity, technological constraints, and workload pressure
highlights the need for structural reforms in higher education institutions. These barriers can significantly
hinder the development and application of competencies, ultimately affecting the quality of educational
outcomes. Addressing these challenges requires a comprehensive approach that includes clear role definitions,
improved infrastructure, and supportive organizational policies.

The mechanisms identified in this study provide practical pathways for enhancing teaching assistant
competencies. Emphasis on technological transformation, data-driven decision-making, and interdisciplinary
learning reflects the need for adaptive and forward-looking strategies in educational systems. These
mechanisms not only support competency development but also contribute to the overall resilience and
sustainability of educational institutions.

In conclusion, the proposed competency model offers a comprehensive and empirically validated framework
that can guide the recruitment, training, evaluation, and development of teaching assistants in higher education.
By integrating multiple dimensions of competency with contextual factors and implementation mechanisms,
the model provides a holistic approach to improving educational support systems. Its application can enhance
the quality of teaching and learning, reduce operational inefficiencies, and promote a more coherent and

effective educational environment.
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