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Abstract
This work contributes to a wider range of research, the main objective of which is to 
investigate models of thought and behaviour that result from belonging to a given aca-
demic culture. The academic culture that will be examined is that within the university 
system, and this research will look at how this culture can take different forms. According 
to (Bourdieu, 1984), university professors hold an institutionalised form of cultural capital 
that places them in a dominant position within a field of power. The university system is 
immersed in a specific culture, and it expresses a given culture and understanding this cul-
ture will allow one to understand the system itself (Anolli, 2014). Cultural models are the 
result of a process of signification, which is understood as the ability of a group or com-
munity to elaborate a shared symbolic dimension around an object or symbol at a given 
historical moment. The cultural models that underlie the professional context orient social 
and organizational behaviour, which contributes to the construction, on a symbolic level, 
of identity.

Keywords Cultural capital · University system · Culture models · Professional context

Introduction

In this paper, we present and discuss the results of our study on the role of model cultures in 
a group of professors at the University of Salerno (Italy). The main objective of this research  
was to explore, from a socio-constructivist perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; Bruner,  1990; 
Cole, 1992; Vygotsky, 1978), thought patterns and behaviour resulting from belonging to a 
given university system with reference to the dimension of meaning. The explicit intent of 
this work was to identify the matrices of meaning (D’Andrade, 1995) and expressions of a  
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given academic culture that guide the activities of university professors. In our discussion 
of matrices of meaning, we make explicit reference to those that promote defined cultural 
models,1 shared representations of reality, and domain-specific knowledge devices (Cole, 
1992) that motivate action in each situation and within specific contexts (Anolli, 2005; 
Gomes et al., 2018).

The disciplines of psychology, sociology, and anthropology have demonstrated the ways 
in which the thinking and social relationships that characterise professions are socially and 
culturally anchored. These have also been found to reflect certain aspects of social activi- 
ties and the logic of the context in which these professions take place (Engeström, 1990; 
Jodelet et  al., 1980; Kleinmann, 1975). Moreover, the role played by the sociocultural 
dimension in the construction of social identity has been widely documented by develop- 
mental psychologists (Gomes et  al., 2018; Skinner et  al., 2021;  Valsiner, 1989; 1998; 
2007). These studies have demonstrated how the sociocultural dimension contributes to the 
determination of work choices, the organisation of work, and, in a complementary way, to 
shaping the context in which professional activities take place (Gergen, 2001; Marsico, 2015).

Theoretical Framework

As a cultural organisation, the university system is simultaneously immersed in a culture 
and is an expression of a given culture (Savarese et al., 2013). Bourdieu (1984) stated that 
universities occupy a dominant role within a ‘field of power2’. According to Bourdieu, it 
is possible to identify a dynamic of distribution of specific and symbolic cultural capi-
tal in the academic field.3 He held that this dynamic entails a game of interests, which 
involves specific actors, for the control of borders and ‘newcomers’. In order to understand 
the mechanisms of domination and their reproduction (Bourdieu, 1984), it is necessary to 
adopt a sociocultural point of view that allows for the emergence and understanding of 
the symbolic tools of domination—such as knowledge, beliefs, motivations, and values—
which underlie the procedures and practices adopted by university professors (Savarese 
et al., 2019).

The models that individuals build exist both inside and outside their own minds 
(Bateson, 1972; Shore, 1996); we cannot consider the elaboration of such models in 
terms that are exclusively internal or external to the individual. These models represent  
a socially distributed knowledge that exists between individuals and the context  
in which they operate, which is constructed based on the relationship the individual 
establishes between their own mind and their context; this relationship results from  
the use of artefacts in the individual’s surroundings that guide their activity (Gomes 
et al., 2018; Iannaccone et al., 2018; Marsico, 2015, 2018; Savarese et al., 2013). This 
activity is not isolated; instead, it is intertwined with the activities of other individuals  
within institutions that regulate activities and relationships. Knowledge, therefore, 

2 According to Bourdieu (1984), the structure of the university field reproduces the same structure as the 
power field by acting in terms of selection and inculcation.
3 Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of capital indicates that these resources (economic, social, symbolic, and cul-
tural) are acquired in different ways, the value of which changes according to the situation; relationships 
and spaces are built around capital.

1 A cultural model corresponds to schemes or maps of representations of reality (D’Andrade, 1995; Anolli, 
2005).
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is contextualised as the result of meanings produced by individuals and their ability 
to share these meanings, beliefs, values and activities (Gomes et  al., 2018; Marsico 
et al., 2015).

Cultural models are the result of a process of signification, which is understood as the 
ability of a group or community to elaborate a shared symbolic dimension around an object 
or symbol at a given historical moment (Marsico, 2015, 2018; Savarese et al., 2013). This 
does not mean, however, that individuals who carry out the same activity within the same 
context will share the same system of knowledge and beliefs—in fact, the variety that exists 
in the social context and among its members does not allow cultural models to be reduced 
to the mere sharing of meanings, since ‘each individual is representative of different  
subcultures’ (Anolli, 2005, p. 148). Consequently, it seems right to refer to cultural models  
rather than reducing them down to one model, because individuals’ construction and  
interpretation of reality is linked to their adopting a particular point of view (Mellone et al., 
2020). Therefore, on a theoretical level, the construction of the professional role must be 
significantly influenced by personal biography, professional experience, and the individu-
al’s cultural context. The cultural models that underlie the professional context orient social 
and organisational behaviour, which contributes to the construction, on a symbolic level, of 
identity (Marsico, 2015, 2018; Savarese et al., 2013). On the methodological level, then, 
it appears that an explicit reference to the narrative and culturalist dimensions is essential  
(Bruner, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996; Marsico, 2015, 2018; Vygotsky, 1978; Wenger, 1998) if indi-
viduals are to organise, attribute meaning, and communicate or to divide their experience and  
interpretation of reality (Gomes et al., 2018; Savarese et al., 2019).

The purpose of the current research is to investigate the meanings, values, and prac-
tices inherent to academic culture and to analyse the thought and behaviour patterns of a 
group of university professors. In particular, we aim to highlight the collective framework 
of meaning and social representations that allow us to correctly understand the relationship 
that professors establish with the knowledge that underpins and guides their teaching and 
research activities, as well as to dismantle the theories of common sense that are often held 
with regard to the role of university professors. In this work, we conceptualise culture in 
psychosocial terms as a local and situated psychological construct—the result of shared 
representations of the university context (Gomes et  al., 2018; Salvatore, 2005), which 
includes the concept of culture as a system of rules and local meanings. Our investigation 
of cultural models facilitates an explanation of the levels of conformity to the culture of 
belonging and the differences found within the same culture; it will also provide insight 
into how such models, once internalised, evolve over time to contribute to the construction 
of new cultural models (Gomes et al., 2018; Marsico, 2015, 2018).

Purpose of this Research

This study’s overarching purpose was to investigate and understand the cultural models 
that underlie the profession of university teaching. In this research, we conceptualise cul-
ture in psychosocial terms, as a psychological construct with a local and situated character 
that is the result of shared emotional symbolisations4 of the university context.

4 Categories are understood as intersubjective processes of affective rather than operational categorizations 
of reality (Salvatore, 2005).
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Our specific research objectives were to.

1. Verify the presence or absence of local cultural models
2. Analyse the main characteristics of such models
3. Explore the nature of the differences between models

In addition, we also explored how cultural models guide professors’ activity, the devel-
opment, and definition of professional identity.

Participants

Twenty-one professors from the University of Salerno took part in the research: 10 from 
the humanities and 11 from scientific disciplines. The participants had lengths of service 
that ranged between 10 and 30 years. We used a random method to identify the study’s 
participants; we contacted professors via email through an invitation letter in which we 
explained the research and its purpose. The invitation was sent to 50 professors (25 science 
professors and 25 humanities professors); 21 of those contacted responded to the invitation.

Methodology

This research is inspired by the professional biography construct, which is part of the  
broadest tradition of narrative psychology (Bruner, 1990, 2010). Data were collected 
using a semi-structured narrative interview (Bruner, 1992, 1994), and we recorded 
and transcribed all of the interviews. The semi-structured interview was divided  
into two parts and consisted of a total of 11 questions. We used a qualitative approach to  
analyse the data, and the content analysis (CCA) (Berelson, 1954; Blanchet, 1985), we per-
formed aimed to identify local cultural models in accordance with the conclusions of two  
independent judges.

Interview Structure

The first part of the interview (questions 1 through 7) contained open-ended questions that 
invited the faculty member to ‘tell’ their profession—i.e. narration of the professional story. 
The objective of this part was to bring out the participant’s vision of their role and the uni-
versity context. This part of the interview was, in turn, divided into three dimensions:

(A) Dimension I: Identify the main characteristics of the university context and the profes-
sor’s role (past and present), as well as the emotional significance that role, the context, 
and the students have for the professor.

(B) Dimension II: Identify the participant’s moment of identification with their professional 
role (i.e. when they felt like a professor).

(C) Dimension III: Identify the participant’s future representation of the university and 
their role.
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The second part of the interview (questions 8 through 11) examined the participants’ 
degree of satisfaction (Salvatore, 2005), which we measured using a scale from 1 to 10. 
The scale investigated the professors’ professional lives (present, past, and future) within 
a temporal space of 5 years. We also investigated the degree of the professors’ emotional 
involvement with the profession, again using a scale of 1 to 10.

Data Analysis

The analysis was based on the interpretation of the professors’ responses. The interviews 
were transcribed and protocoled.5 The content analysis (CA), in particular, allowed us to 
identify general categories in the interview protocols. We carried out the data analysis dis-
cussed below through a thematic categorisation of the transcribed texts, which required a 
CA (Berelson, 1954; Blanchet, 1985) in accordance with two independent judges.6 In this 
phase, we were required to respect some rules of classification: (1) the uniqueness of the 
classification criterion, (2) the mutual exclusivity of the categories, and (3) the exhaustive-
ness of the set of categories. Two types of categories emerged from this initial exploratory 
analysis: thematic categories7 and semantic categories.8 This study’s particular focus was 
on the semantic categories that emerged. Further to this, we analysed the frequencies of 
the categories that emerged, and at a later stage, we performed a correspondence analy-
sis.9 Through the correspondence analysis,10 we were able to identify the professors’ place-
ments in relation to the variables identified by the CA. This analysis made it possible to 
define a map that grouped the professors in relation to the main active variables.

We divided the categories into main themes (MT) and secondary themes (ST). Some 
examples taken from the transcripts that refer to the MT and ST that emerged from the 
analysis are presented below.

Results

In this section, we will describe the cultural models we identified through an interpretation 
of the autobiographical narratives operated by the judges. Defining cultural models has 
proven to be very complex due to the multiplicity of interpretative levels that emerged from 

5 The data in their entirety are available to researchers who may be interested. The interview protocols are 
in Italian.
6 Two researchers independently conducted the analysis of the text by segmenting it into main and specific 
themes. They then compared the results; in the case of discrepancies, they compared the analyses and, if 
necessary, redefined the themes until they reached a satisfactory degree of agreement.
7 Classified as units of analysis that relate to the same theme or topic.
8 Classified as units of analysis that assume, in the context unit, the same or similar meanings.
9 The variables we considered included discipline (scientific and humanities), role (associate and full pro-
fessor), and categories that emerged from the content analysis. We used T-LAB software to perform the 
correspondence analysis.
10 Not all of the categories that emerged from the content analysis are present in the correspondence 
analysis, because it was based on particular statistical and mathematical principles. The values that have a 
‘weight’ within the analysis are shown (Lancia, 2004). Given the small number of participants (21), some 
of the categories that emerged were so infrequent as to not be significant. Given the qualitative nature and 
purpose of the research, the correspondences analysis was performed only to clarify the professors’ place-
ments with respect to the categories in order to define the cultural models.
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reading the interview transcripts. For this reason, we carried out multiple analyses11 on the 
corpus of data, which provided the judges with useful elements from which to reconstruct 
cultural models.

Four cultural models emerged from the transcript analysis (Bruner & Feldman, 1999). 
These models should not be considered to have rigid boundaries, however; in fact, similar 
and dissimilar aspects can be identified, including elements of sharing such as knowledge, 
practices, and beliefs that differ in their functioning in relation to the environment and 
social influence. Our analysis of the transcriptions revealed four main themes (MT1, MT2, 
MT3, and MT4), as well as a number of specific themes (ST).

The MT and ST were used to reconstruct four cultural models. These cultural models 
(CM) and some examples of the ST are presented below.

MT1 (Model 1): Shared Social Construction12

This research was aimed at understanding the patterns of thought and behaviour that guide 
activity. Therefore, it was necessary to identify, from the point of view of the partici-
pants, elements that were particularly significant for the data interpretation. Therefore, we 
focused our analysis on representations of the profession that involved the beginning of 
the participants’ professional history as well as their current situation. The initial part of 
the study identified the professors’ early impressions of the university and of their roles, 
and moreover, the presence of what the judges defined as ‘meeting’. This theme refers to 
the emergence, from the interview protocols, of the figure of a mentor or professor who 
directed the participant towards a university career by choosing them as a collaborator. 
We also identified the nature of the relationship (i.e. the main characteristics). Using the 
narratives to identify the presence—or the absence—of a mentor and of the type of profes-
sional relationship allowed us to hypothesise that, in some cases, the emergence of a local 
academic culture can be attributed to the cultural influence of mentors on students. During 
the second part of the study, we identified the current representation of the university and 
the role and actions carried out by the lecturers in professional practice. Furthermore, we 
compared the participants’ initial representations with their current ones, which made it 
possible for us to identify changes in academic culture where they were present.

Some13 of the ST present in MT1 are presented below:

• ST3: Meeting the mentor, as the foundation of cultural and scientific competence
• ST5: The university as an ideological space through which teaching and research con-

verge
• ST6: The role of teaching as a cultural and educational model
• ST7: Identification with one’s role with regard to one’s relationship with students

12 Categories related to the professional role emerge from the analysis of autobiographical narratives: 
building a culture, sharing beliefs, and in creating projects with students and colleagues. Additional catego-
ries that emerge from the analysis of the professional role (present, past, future) are a sense of community 
(community composed of students and faculty) and the sharing of social and cultural meanings.
13 Twenty-nine specific themes were identified, but for space reasons, we will only present a few examples.

11 Content analysis; frequency analysis; correspondence analysis; lexical analysis (emotional connotation, 
narrative linearity and autobiographical position). Given the objectives of this paper lexical analysis, fre-
quency analysis, and correspondence analysis will not be presented.
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The first of the CM that emerged from the biographical reports places the university 
at the foundation of relational, social, and communicative practices: the university, for 
these professors, takes the form of a social construct. This model refers to representational 
aspects of the profession and the university; for example, a prominent role is played by the 
teaching of and relationship with students. The analysis of the autobiographical reports 
showed that the construction of this cultural model is linked to meeting the mentor. The 
nature of this meeting—particularly when it is described in terms of cultural fellowship—
can affect, from the beginning of one’s university career, the concept of professional activ-
ity in terms of building knowledge as a collective process shared between the professor and 
the student.

Example 1: Associate Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: Was there a person who influenced your professional choice?
Professor: Certainly yes certainly yes  .  .  .  in the sense that I want to say on the 
one hand how to say it is a cultural situation in the sense that I told you before that 
the university represented . . . had this halo of attraction . . . on the other hand I 
came across a person who has been a constant point of reference in my training 
as a psychologist [. . .] with whom we then built a partnership compared to many 
activities a . . . intellectual partnership strong enough . . . I mean very constructive 
experiences.
For professors who relate to this model, the idea of teaching as a shared construction of 

knowledge remains stable over the years.14 Further to this, scientific research is an indis-
pensable tool for improving the teaching, and therefore the training, of students. These pro-
fessors began reconstructing their professional history by narrating their professional expe-
riences at the beginning of their careers and their relationships with their mentor and their 
students, for example: ‘[…] the choice15 depended, as it always happens, on the people you 
meet along… along your career, at the beginning as a student and then afterwards in the 
following developments and… in practice… the desire, the idea of dedicating yourself to 
the university activity is born a little bit because maybe you meet a person with whom you 
fall in love from the scientific point of view, maybe for the didactic abilities for a whole 
series… situations […]’. The discovery of one’s professional identity seems to occur in a 
completely random way, described by the professors as a slow process that leads to recog-
nition of their role through their students and/or collaborators and/or colleagues, for exam-
ple ‘[…] but… I think that this… that there is not a moment is a continuous phase16 […]’. 
This recognition does not appear to be exclusively linked to their institutional role, as the 

14 Such elements are always present in narratives. The questions aimed to investigate the representation of 
the past profession (example: what were your goals when you started? Tell me your story from the begin-
ning…), present (example: Today, what are the goals and objectives of your profession? Have the goals and 
objectives of your profession changed since the past?) and in the future perspective (what do you think the 
profession will be like in the next 5 years? will your role change? will your goals change? If you were to 
make predictions, what path do you think this profession will take in the next five years?).
15 This answer was given when the interviewer asked him: “First of all I would like you to tell me about 
your profession from the beginning (this is the first question).
16 Sample answer to the question: Was there a time when you identified with your profession? Where did 
you feel like a college professor?
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participants who referred to this cultural model had a clear vision of the university and of 
the function of a professor. To them, the university is a place through which research and 
teaching converge.

Example 2: Full Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: What are the objectives of your profession today?
Professor: My aim is to bring to teaching a part of the research without which it 
would not be possible . . . to teach with enthusiasm and then establish a good rela-
tionship with the students that communicates beyond the specific contents the vari-
ous courses that one prepares curiosity, the surprise of understanding . . . these are 
lessons that go beyond the subject of the course.

Example 3: Associate Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: There was a moment in your profession when you identified yourself, 
a moment when you said I am a university professor, now I feel like a university pro-
fessor?
Professor: A particular moment no the competition no in fact a particular moment 
no there are several moments then the moment in which you feel university profes-
sor are the moments in which you feel the appreciation of the students after a lesson 
for example of the times you are particularly satisfied with the lesson and you feel 
alive the appreciation of the students there you feel university professor because 
you feel a point of reference for the students and another when one can feel like a 
university professor and . . . when one reaches a prestigious scientific result such as 
the publication of an article in an important journal or the presentation of a success-
ful presentation in a conference of a certain importance . . . in short, these are the 
two typical situations in which one feels like a university professor and perhaps one 
feels like saying that the status of professor is linked more to the appreciation of the 
students.
It is clear from these excerpts that one of the main tasks of the university professor, in 

the context of this model, should be to combine teaching and research as a reference point 
of training and a model for students.

Example 4: Full Professor, Humanities, F

Interviewer: If you were to make predictions about what path you think you will 
take in your profession over the next five years?
Professor: In the next five years . . . for three more years I will be engaged as dean of 
faculty, then I repeat afterwards . . . as I said before at the beginning I will return to 
the study, to research, to teaching and what we still have left in short.
The future goals for this participant translate into the hope of being able to dedicate 

themself again—towards the end of their career and after having fulfilled all their duties, 
including institutional positions—to teaching and research.
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MT2 (Model 2): The Culture of Development17

We characterised the second cultural model in terms of space for research and scientific 
production at the university in order to produce knowledge useful for research (as the first 
priority) and teaching. Research, and the scientific production that comes from it, can be 
seen as an engine of scientific and cultural development that represents the main function 
of the university, as well as the main activity of the university professor. This model is 
associated with those professors who, from the beginning of their professional careers, had 
a clear idea of the path they intended to follow. For these professors, the cultural model 
emerged before the beginning of their careers and consolidated once they met their mentors 
who—as with the professors who belonged to the previous model—represented a memory 
accompanied by a strong emotional charge. For these professors, the mentor represented a 
scientific model to imitate and pass on to new generations, as well being the one who con-
solidated a particular scientific and academic culture.

Example 5: Full Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: What are the objectives of your profession today?
Professor: I believe that we teach how to become a professor by imitating the mod-
els that have been most profitable for us . . . in short . . . those we have trusted the 
most Ì the good professors at bottom.
Professors who relate to this cultural model regard professional status in terms of the 

external dimension18: recognition of the scientific and academic world.

Example 6: Full Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: There was a moment in your profession when you identified yourself, 
a moment when you said I am a university professor, now I feel like a university pro-
fessor.
Professor: Yes and . . . clearly it is a path that . . . is followed and then . . . you grow 
a little bit every day . . . but you realize that you are a university professor . . . when 
people expect you to be able to give answers on . . . certain issues and then evidently 
believe . . . that you are . . . able to give those answers . . . well certainly is very nice 
in short.

17 The term ‘developmental culture’ is deliberately inspired by—and given some common elements of—
Bergquist’s (1992) third type of academic culture: ‘The Developmental Culture’. For further information, 
see Bergquist (1992). The Four Cultures of  the  Academy: Insights and  Strategies for  Improving Leader- 
ship in Collegiate Organizations. Jossey-Bass Publishers.
18 One of the last aspects concerning this moment in the profession relates to the dimension of attribution, 
which emerged from question ‘Was there a time when you identified with your profession? Where did you 
feel like a college professor? Professors were asked to identify, if possible, the moment when they perceived 
themselves as university professors’. Two dimensions were identified by the analysis: internal and external. 
The internal dimension refers to those professors who, in the interviews, declared that they felt they were 
professors because of their qualities or because of their vocation for this work; on the other hand, the exter-
nal dimension is typical of those professors who declared that they felt they were professors because of the 
recognition they received from students or from the academic world.
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Example 7: Full Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: When you started this profession what were your goals?
Professor: at the beginning it wasn’t very clear I think that basically when one 
starts as a boy the thing that one sees in the university is more directly the research 
activity, on the question of teaching and all the possible obligations of a university 
professor… the idea wasn’t very clear so basically… the beginning was the passion 
for research this was what guided me. Initially the goal was only how to say… I 
liked to study… I liked to do research… I liked to face this scientific discipline and 
eventually find the solutions, so the goal was well defined, then slowly, slowly, obvi-
ously… once one is inside the university system, one begins to understand that there 
are other issues and those, in fact, let’s say… how to say… we faced them as they 
came (…)
Professors who relate to this model are focused on themselves and their professional 

achievement at the beginning of their careers. In their narratives, these participants 
described themselves through the activities they had carried out and the awards they 
received; overall, they were oriented towards research and scientific production.

Example 8: Full Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: Have the objectives that led you to choose this job changed over the 
years, since the beginning?
Professor: The objectives have actually changed a little bit in the sense that as 
long as you are young you think exclusively . . . at least in the scientific facul-
ties . . . you think exclusively to devote yourself to research activities so initially 
the objectives are those of . . . let’s say to produce as much as possible from the 
scientific point of view publish in international journals accredited so you devote 
yourself almost exclusively to research activities with a few distractions of other 
. . . of other kind as . . . as you go on obviously changing the role also change the 
needs change.
For some of these professors, scientific production and research are considered a privi-

leged means for the acquisition of respect and power within the academic world.

Example 9: Full Professor, Sciences, F

Interviewer: What are the aims and objectives of your profession today?
Professor: Let’s say that the main objective is that of scientific production . . . the 
university is divided into two main areas: teaching and research . . . research allows 
you to obtain funding . . . also important . . . to make the university known . . . brings 
prestige.
Unlike the professors who relate to the previous cultural model, the professional role of 

those in this group is in transition. Their role has been transformed and decentralised and 
there has been an attention shift from the individual (‘me’) to the other (‘collaborators’). 
For these professors, the objective is to carry forward the interests of the group, even if this 
entails the burden of taking on institutional positions.
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Example 10: Full Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: Have the objectives and aims that led you to choose this job changed 
over the years compared to the past?
Professor: You go on … obviously changing the role also change the needs . . . 
because as we say you become bearers not only of strictly personal interests but more 
than anything else of the interests of a group . . . because you create a team and 
meanwhile you can do many things if you have valid collaborators . . . and obviously 
the more collaborators you have the more you can produce from the scientific point 
of view the type of activity changes because you no longer do so much research in 
first person but more than anything else you coordinate it . . . you give the addresses 
the suggestions but let’s say … you are no longer in a certain sense . . . a research 
operator so it is difficult to do computer processing or laboratory tests in the first per-
son . . . you give only the indications on how to do it . . . on how to do things . . . the 
needs change because one creates a group . . . a team has to take charge of the future 
prospects of the people it is following.
Teaching provides a way to build qualified knowledge through the incorporation of 

research. For this reason, it is important that the group (i.e. the collaborators) represents 
the professor’s identity and offers the possibility of developing and handing down a form 
of scientific and cultural heritage (Bordieu, 1984). Professors who relate to this model are 
trained in research and remain linked to it throughout their professional careers; in this 
case, the soul of a researcher coexists with that of a professor. One thing that remains sta-
ble for those in this group is that even if they give a different outward appearance for the 
good of the group, they remain, at their cores, researchers.

MT3 (Model 3): Transmission of Cultural and Scientific Knowledge

The third cultural model takes the form of knowledge transmission. The function assigned 
to the university and to its professors is to transmit knowledge, practices, and scientific 
skills to students and collaborators. In this cultural model, traits from the first model (i.e. 
shared social construction) and the second model (i.e. the culture of development) con-
verge. In the first model, the focus of the professors was on building knowledge and their 
relationships with students, while in the second model, research and the working group 
were the main focus. This model represents a mediation between research/group and didac-
tics/students, with these elements merged to become a single element. While teaching and 
research are considered to be the central elements at the base of professorships and the 
university from the beginning of one’s career, this cultural model leads those who relate to 
it back to the nature of the scientific and cultural relationship.

Example 11: Full Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: Compared to when you started, when you started this profession, have 
your goals changed?
Professor: No [. . .] I think that each one of us can give . . . at least that he is not a 
scientist much more dedicated to teaching than he can give only to research so . . . 
I think that the function of the university professor has been and is high education 
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and research . . . not research and . . . in his spare time high education just to make it 
clear.

Example 12: Associate Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: What are the aims and objectives of your profession today?
Professor: Then I am uncertain . . . there are two objectives that go hand in hand and 
are one in the field of research and one in the field of didactics . . . I have to say with 
a lot . . . with . . . a lot . . . how to say . . . passion to try to place the research that we 
do within a European and international context [. . .] this essentially means making 
contacts and collaborations with groups . . . with groups of considerable capacity that 
are in Italy in Europe abroad and this is definitely one of the objectives . . . from the 
didactics point of view . . . I think I put a lot of effort in my didactics [. . .] it’s a rela-
tionship that I like very much . . . that is to say I have fun doing lessons and I enjoy 
that students learn in a funny way . . . I am considered one of the toughest professors 
I take very difficult exams I am very demanding of people but in general . . . I have a 
very good relationship with people I mean with the students . . . and I like this very 
much . . . I would like the structure that welcomes me . . . I mean . . . to have the 
same goals that I have . . . in general didactics is not always at the first place within 
the Italian university and we are no exception.
These reports demonstrate that professors who relate to this model tend to oscillate—

both in their current professional phase and in their perspectives on the future—between 
the individual and the collective dimensions of the profession. The individual dimension in 
particular seems to be linked to the importance that professors attribute to research and sci-
entific production. For some of these professors, their identification with their role involves 
recognising their skills as individuals, while on the other hand, the collective dimension 
is linked to the sphere of their relationships with students and collaborators. In fact, for 
professors in this group, recognition of their role is not internal; it comes, instead, from 
their relationships with their students and the actions they take with regard to them. In 
many cases, those in this group will take on the interests of their collaborators by trying to 
adapt to the situations that the university offers, even if this involves taking on institutional 
positions.

Example 13: Full Professor, Sciences, M

Interviewer: If you were to make predictions, what path do you think the profession 
will take in the next 5 years?
Professor: But if it were exclusively up to me . . . I would continue to do exclusively 
research activities . . . let’s say, however, why that research activity and to do it well 
in order to increase the sectors of interest . . . not only to deal with certain themes, 
therefore to expand research activities from . . . from the point of view of . . . of the 
topics dealt with obviously there is the need I was saying before to carry on a team 
then let’s say . . . to carry on a team it could be positive also to occupy an institu-
tional role even if unfortunately I don’t have the character and maybe also the apti-
tudes for this career that I would define more of university politics than of . . . that is 
not research, let’s say but if necessary I am suitable to do a little bit of everything in 
life you learn to do a lot of things.
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Example 14: Associate Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: What are the objectives of her profession?
Professor: To grow and improve more and more this surely and above all to make 
grow the people who work with me.
As professors, these participants assume the responsibility of being a pivot in the forma-

tion of their collaborators and students. They view research as a useful tool for the improve-
ment of their teaching, and they hope to have the opportunity in the future to return to their 
origins as researchers. Therefore, this cultural model is characterised by the convergence of 
teaching and research and one’s relationship with students and collaborators. For those in 
this group, the transmission of knowledge has two main meanings: the first consists of the 
transmission of dynamic knowledge, which has been enriched and kept updated through 
research, to one’s students; the second is group-oriented and involves the transmission of 
scientific and cultural skills.

MT4 (Model 4): Training and Research System

This cultural model symbolises the university in terms of an education and research sys-
tem. While the professors who related to this model maintained their recognition of the 
importance of research, their focus was on the pleasure of teaching and training students. 
In fact, the professors who related to this model were divided between those who identified 
themselves through their professional role—especially when their work was recognised by 
the academic world—and those who perceived themselves as professors through their rela-
tionships with students. What emerged in the reports is that this identification sometimes 
takes place when a professor perceives that their actions towards their students have had an 
effect and that they have contributed to the quality of their student’s training.

Example 15: Associate Professor, Humanities, M

Interviewer: Was there a moment when you identified with your profession?
Professor: When you have a long time in this job . . . well there are moments when 
you feel you have done a good job more than other moments . . . it’s when after a 
long time you find someone . . . a student . . . you meet someone who tells you . . . ah 
how much I needed those things and those experiences I had with her . . . this is one 
of the moments when you touch with concreteness that maybe you have reached that 
combination of teaching and research . . . presence and witness of you in a place . . . 
which is our work.

Example 16: Associate Professor, Sciences, M

Professor: A change maybe happened when . . . the close interaction with students 
began [.  .  .] when I started to follow students with thesis in which there is a much 
more direct relationship . . . then it is to see in some respects the replica of what hap-
pened to me when I was a student [. . .] it is extremely gratifying [. . .] it was just a 
point of . . . in short . . . how to say . . . to see the enthusiasm that I had felt [. . .] rep-
licated in the others that was very nice . . . that was a very pleasant thing . . . actually 
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there was the passage from researcher to professor . . . and let’s say that . . . that’s a 
very nice thing.

Example 17: Full Professor, Sciences, F

Professor: On March 1st of this year I took up service as an ordinary . . . this could 
be an answer but . . . instead no . . . let’s say maybe the best moments are those in 
which you feel affirmed with what you do . . . so I don’t know when maybe when 
you have contacts with foreign professors who recognize your work . . . things of this 
kind . . . that however are the most stimulating because you are confronted with dif-
ferent realities.
These professors seem to remain immersed in a transitional phase, to be in the midst 

of moving from an initial role that focused on research and personal affirmation (i.e. the 
individual dimension) to a new role that is centred on teaching (i.e. an element, linked to 
research, that was present at the beginning of their career in a minimal way) and on the 
training of students (i.e. the collective dimension). For those in this group, research con-
tinues to carry weight in their professional lives, as does scientific collaboration with other 
colleagues, but neither of these is regarded as scientific power or cultural heritage.

Conclusion

The goal of this research was to demonstrate the existence of local CM that are inher-
ited, built up, defined, and developed over the years and to show that these models not 
only orient the activities of professors, but they also represent the ways in which professors 
interpret and give meaning to their surroundings. As mentioned above, CM are shared rep-
resentations that are linked to the subjects’ lived experiences; these experiences, however 
similar they may be, can never be exactly the same. For this reason, it is possible to detect 
differences within the models. Furthermore, several different models may coexist in one 
individual’s experience. Two dimensions emerged from our analysis of the autobiographi-
cal reports—an individual dimension and a collective dimension—within which the previ-
ously discussed CM are defined and organised. In accordance with Bruner (2010), these 
two dimensions rest at the heart of professors’ professional activities and the way they live 
the university context; in fact, the author goes so far as to state that ‘our way of understand-
ing the world and responding to it in an appropriate way constitutes, at the same time, the 
expression of our individuality and our participation in the wider context in which we live’ 
(p. 9).

The individual dimension refers to the salient components of professional activity: research 
and scientific production. These components, on closer inspection, represent the expression 
of individuality that is linked to the role of researcher. However, depending on the cultural 
model in which they are used, research and scientific production take on different roles and 
meaning; they can be considered in terms of political power, prestige (Bourdieu, 1984) or as 
essential elements of teaching and innovation. Nevertheless, regardless of their use, these ele-
ments represent the most intimate (understanding in emotional terms) and stable (elements 
always mentioned in the narrative). Research assumes a relevant role; from the professors’ 
narratives, two parallel developments concerning the role emerge: personal and institutional. 
The professors, in their future perspective, include changes in the role (understood in terms 



Academic Cultures

1 3

of organizational and institutional changes), but they declare their intention of maintaining 
a personal professional trajectory by orienting their activity toward research (a return to the 
origins). The research represents the strategy for managing the (feared but inevitable) insti-
tutional changes in the role. Safeguarding this individual dimension represented by research 
would seem to be the modality adopted by professors to cope with the sense of uncertainty 
about the future. The professors anchor themselves to this element (constant presence from 
the beginning to the end of the narrative) continuing in this way (beyond the changes) to 
maintain a stable and unchanging part of their activity, for example: ‘In the next 5 years for 
three more years I will be busy as dean of faculty then after I repeat as I said before at the 
beginning, I will return to study… to research’.

The collective dimension is articulated within the sphere of relationships, which is, in 
turn, composed of certain essential elements, including the individual’s relationship with 
their professor, relationship with collaborators, and relationship with their students. The 
data gathered through this research also highlighted the fact that within each relationship, 
there is a field of action within which these relationships are realised and acquire mean-
ing. Further to this, the definition of this field of action is linked to the cultural model to 
which the professors relate. While the collective dimension represents the dynamic and 
fluid aspect of the role and the CM, relationships represent the core of a professor’s identity 
scheme.

Unlike research, relationships represent a stable element (albeit with different implica-
tions) of professional activity. Relationships change from the beginning to the end of a 
career, and as their relationships change, professors’ activities also change. The first impor-
tant element that emerged from the narrative was the participants’ encounters with a mentor 
whose guidance formed the foundation for the construction of a particular cultural model. 
In some cases, this mentor also represented the motivation behind the professors’ choices 
with regard to which cultural model to imitate. The CM mentioned above reveal how the 
mentors’ own initial training contributes to the construction of their own cultural model by 
directing them towards particular professional paths. For example, professors who experi-
enced this relationship in terms of an intellectual fellowship were also those who remained 
with their mentor and continued, albeit with some modifications, the cultural model they 
learned. On the other hand, however, professors whose relationship with their mentor took 
the form of an apprenticeship tended to modify the cultural model, primarily by enriching 
it with other elements that became important to them through their professional activities. 
The second aspect of the collective dimension relates to the professors’ relationships with 
employees, particularly in terms of training. For some professors, this relationship plays a 
fundamental role within the university context, and the meaning given to this relationship 
depends on the cultural model to which the professor relates. For the group that considered 
the training of students to be a valid endeavour and for whom teaching represented a way to 
hand down their scientific and cultural heritage, the professors had the opportunity to keep 
their cultural model alive (a role that some of them would have filled for their own profes-
sors) despite the difficulties and changes that can affect the academic world, it is inherited 
system (and to be handed down to new generations) of mechanisms of domination and  
control of the university context (Bourdieu, 1984). This legacy presents a kind of moral tes- 
tament left by professors to future generations of researchers; this allows them, once their 
teaching career is over, to return to the individual dimension of researcher. They have the 
opportunity to do this because the professor role will have been assumed by another who 
will not only carry the legacy forward but will develop and improve it in their own ways.

Finally, didactics and research were found to be among the most important elements of 
university professors’ activities. Didactics refers to the method through which professors 
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bring together the individual and collective aspects of different CM They represent the key 
elements necessary for a quality professional action. In this case, the aim of this action is to 
improve the training of students, and it is thanks to the students that professors can achieve 
this union of the individual and the collective, for example: ‘goals and objectives… then… 
the purposes of the university are of a twofold nature, there are purposes related to the 
teaching activity, other purposes related to the scientific activity… as far as the scientific 
activity is concerned… there is a hedonistic aspect as far as the teaching is concerned… 
the purpose perhaps… the greatest satisfaction of a professor is to enthuse the students to 
feel that the students are passionate about the discipline’. In each of the different models, 
a focus on the students is always present; for some professors, they represent the future, 
while for others, the students are the ones who may one day take on the role of univer-
sity professors themselves. This observation emerged from the interviews, where it became 
obvious that the individuals who the professors saw as collaborators were former students 
that were distinguished for their skills. Therefore, it is important that professors are pro-
vided with quality training in a cultural, scientific, and educational model that they can 
follow.

Moreover, according to the professors who participated in this research, this can only 
happen through the convergence of teaching and research. It can be deduced, then, that 
professors elaborate and build CM through both personal (i.e. motivation to choose) and 
professional biographical elements (i.e. experiences related to research, presentations and 
publications) and the relationships they weave in the context of their profession.

In summary, the two dimensions that make up these CM characterise professors’ roles 
and professional activities of professors through the individual dimension, which repre-
sents stable and unchangeable aspects such as research and scientific production, and 
through the collective dimension, which represents the dynamic and fluid aspects of the 
work and finds its raison d’être in the significant others (i.e. mentors, collaborators and 
students) and the different modes of relationships (i.e. training, education and didactics) 
that professors adopt.
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