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Abstract

Aim: In higher education systems, innovation has evolved from a peripheral activity
into an institutional mission and a driver of social interactions, while lifelong learning
has been redefined as a purposeful construct for professional flourishing. Accordingly,
this study aimed to analyze the relationship between academic innovation and lifelong
learning, specifically examining the mediating role of faculty members' teaching-
learning skills in the development of higher education.

Methodology: This study is applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational
(Structural Equation Modeling) in nature. The statistical population comprised all
postgraduate students at Shiraz University (academic year 2024-2025), from which 210
participants were selected via multi-stage cluster sampling. Data were collected using
three standardized questionnaires: Academic Innovation (Keshavarz, 2013), Learning
Skills (Darabi, 2013), and Lifelong Learning (Koochaki, 2012). Data analysis was
performed at both descriptive and inferential levels using SPSS-23 and LISREL-8.54.
Results: The findings indicated that "educational innovation," "participatory skills,"
and "information gathering" are the dominant components of the research variables.
The structural model, while confirming the direct positive effect of academic
innovation on continuous learning, validated the strategic mediating role of faculty
members' pedagogical competencies in linking organizational innovation to students'
lifelong learning.

Conclusions and suggestions: The results confirm that achieving lifelong learning
goals depends on the transition of structural innovations through the channel of
faculty pedagogical competencies. In this regard, it is suggested that Shiraz University
adopt a distributed leadership model and transform professional development courses
into "research communities" to facilitate inquiry-based pedagogy and align
postgraduate theses with the innovative needs of the labor market.

Innovation and originality: The novelty of this research lies in elucidating the
process of "pedagogical translation"; demonstrating how faculty professional
competencies transform hardware and structural inputs of innovation into self-
regulated lifelong learning outcomes. By moving beyond linear models, this study
emphasizes the indirect and mediated nature of innovation within the higher
education ecosystem.
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The Evolution of Innovation in Higher Education In the contemporary era, innovation is
conceptualized as a "problem-solution duality," representing the process of creating novel values to
address both overt and latent challenges (Sheth & Sinfield, 2020). Moving beyond Schumpeter’s
classical "creative destruction," modern innovation paradigms in the context of Industry 5.0
emphasize a human-centric and ecosystem-oriented approach, balancing economic growth with
social sustainability (Voropai & Antoniouk, 2025). Within this framework, academic institutions are
undergoing a paradigmatic shift, transitioning innovation from a peripheral activity to a "third
mission” integrated into educational, research, and organizational dimensions (Fontell, 2024; Kozirog
etal.,, 2022). The Nexus Between Innovation and Lifelong Learning The ultimate goal of an innovation-
driven university is to catalyze systemic social changes by fostering "Lifelong Learning" (LLL). LLL is
no longer confined to adult education but serves as a fundamental multi-dimensional construct for
navigating the complexities of the 21st century, encompassing human capital development and
transformative learning (Ng, 2023; Thwe & Kalman, 2023). However, a significant gap persists between
strategic innovative ideals and operational realities, often due to resource constraints and a lack of
co-creation spaces (Fontell, 2024). The Mediating Role of Faculty Teaching Proficiency (The 7E Model)
Bridging the gap between institutional infrastructure and student outcomes necessitates the agency
of faculty members as pedagogical mediators. While technological advancements are vital, the quality
of instruction remains the cornerstone of deep learning (Biggs et al., 2022). This study operationalizes
teaching proficiency through Eisenkraft’s (2003) 7E Learning Cycle (Elicit, Engage, Explore, Explain,
Elaborate, Evaluate, and Extend). This model facilitates the transition from static knowledge
accumulation to a competency-based curriculum, which is essential for cultivating resilient learners
capable of lifelong self-regulation (Bellhduser et al., 2023; Joyce & Calhoun, 2024).Problem Statement
and Research Objective Despite the theoretical importance of these constructs, there remains a
research lacuna regarding the structural modeling of the relationship between macro-level university
innovation and student behavioral outcomes, specifically the role of faculty pedagogical competence.
The presence of institutional innovation does not inherently guarantee the realization of lifelong
learning goals. Therefore, the present study aims to fill this empirical gap by investigating the
relationship between University Innovation and Students' Tendency toward Lifelong Learning, with
the mediating role of Faculty Teaching Proficiency within the teaching-learning process.

This study employed an applied, descriptive-correlational design, involving 210 postgraduate students
from Shiraz University (63.3% female, 81.9% Master’s level) selected via multi-stage cluster sampling
across Humanities, Sciences, and Engineering disciplines. Data were gathered using three validated
scales: the University Innovation Scale (comprising educational, research, and organizational
dimensions; \alpha = 0.84-0.87), the 7E Learning Cycle Scale to assess faculty teaching proficiency
(covering elicit, engage, explore, explain, elaborate, evaluate, and extend; \alpha = 0.86), and the
Lifelong Learning Tendency Scale (measuring self-management, meta-learning, initiative, and self-
regulation; \alpha = 0.82). Instrument validity was confirmed through item analysis, showing
significant item-to-subscale correlations (r = 0.64-0.91), while Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ensured
high internal consistency across all measures.

The findings of the Repeated Measures ANOVA indicated no significant difference between the
dimensions of university innovation (F(1, 209) = 0.27, p > 0.05); however, significant disparities were
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observed in faculty teaching proficiency (F(1, 209) = 29.11, p < 0.001), where the "Engage" stage
exhibited the highest mean (M = 3.30) and the "Explore" stage the lowest (M = 2.78). Regarding
students' lifelong learning (LLL) tendencies, "Information Seeking" emerged as the dominant
dimension (M = 4.00), while "Initiative and Innovation" was the weakest (M = 3.68). Although initial
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) suggested a direct path from university innovation to LLL (\beta
=0.31, p \leq 0.01), the final mediation model revealed that this relationship is not direct when faculty
proficiency is included (\beta = 0.13, p > 0.05). Instead, university innovation significantly predicts
faculty teaching skills (\beta = 0.56, p \leq 0.01), which in turn acts as a full mediator to enhance
students' LLL tendencies (\beta = 0.56, p \leq 0.01). The model's robust fit indices (NFI, CFI, IFI, GFI)
further confirmed that institutional innovation fosters lifelong learning outcomes primarily through
the pedagogical agency of faculty members.

The findings underscore a shift toward "digital pedagogy" at Shiraz University, where educational
innovation outpaces structural and organizational transformations due to faculty-led bottom-up
initiatives (Vieriu & Petrea, 2025). The dominance of the "Engage" stage in teaching reflects a reliance
on direct instruction and behavioral feedback to ensure rapid mastery within administrative
constraints, while the deficit in "Exploration” highlights a pedagogical gap caused by institutional
inertia and overcrowded curricula (Munguiko et al., 2025; Ni et al., 2025). This paradox extends to
students' lifelong learning (LLL) tendencies, where high proficiency in "Information Seeking" contrasts
with a significant weakness in "Initiative and Innovation," suggesting that while students are adept at
data retrieval, bureaucratic barriers and the lack of entrepreneurial roadmaps hinder creative
knowledge reproduction (Kleiner-Schaefer & Schaefer, 2022). Most crucially, the confirmed full
mediation model reveals those institutional innovations such as curricular redesign or digital
platforms do not directly translate into LLL outcomes unless filtered through the pedagogical agency
of faculty members (Meylani, 2024). This implies that in the context of 2026’s higher education,
university innovation remains a "hard" infrastructure that requires the "soft" mediating skill of faculty
to foster students' meta-learning and self-regulation. Consequently, the study concludes that for
comprehensive universities to evolve into sustainable learning ecosystems, strategic investment must
shift from purely technological or structural upgrades toward the continuous professional
development of faculty as the ultimate catalysts of lifelong learning.
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