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Background
This paper uses the outcomes of a small-scale practical pilot of a novel approach to reflection
on teaching as a starting point to discuss the potential benefits of incorporating an
intercultural dimension into reflection. It asks whether intercultural reflection may offer a
new perspective on enhancing learning and teaching and an opportunity to internationalise
academic development.
Erasmus staff mobility acquainted academic developers from two universities, one in the UK,
one in Germany, with reflective methods that offered fruitful alternatives to the ones used in
their home institutions. The fact that participants commented on the benefits of reflection and
exchange across disciplinary and departmental boundaries suggested that systematically
incorporating intercultural dialogue, using technology as a vehicle, might offer additional
benefits. This resulted in an initial pilot followed by the development of a wider project (in
progress).
Context and literature review
McAlpine et al. (2004) describe reflection on teaching 'as a process of formative evaluation in
which one collects and uses feedback to revise and improve instruction' (p.338). The value of
reflection, peer observation, self assessment and feedback for the professional development
of higher education teachers and the enhancement of learning and teaching has been
repeatedly emphasised (Fendler, Seidel and Johannes, 2013; Kreber, 2013; McAlpine et al.,
2006; McAlpine et al., 2004; Kreber and Cranton, 2000). Many academic development
courses therefore aim to develop academics as reflective practitioners. However, apart from
exceptions such Karm (2010), little is known about the kinds of reflective tasks and activities
which participants of academic development courses and academics on the ground engage in.
Recent research has stressed the value of peer review and observation for community
building (Harper and Nicolson, 2013, McLeod et al., 2013) and of approaches which enable
the examination of teaching from multiple perspectives (Kenny et al., 2014; Huxham et al.,
2017). Alternatives to conventional classroom observations such as ‘lesson study’ (Dudley,
2014) and various video-based professional development programmes (Gröschner et al.,
2014) are already used in teacher education, but have not had much impact on higher
education.
The paper specifically focuses on intercultural dialogue as a way of enhancing problemsolving and critical reflection on teaching. Culture is understood in line with Holliday’s
(1999) notion of ‘small cultures’, i.e. that any context that involves cohesive social groupings
and activities shapes identity and behaviour. In focusing on the socio-cultural nature of
academic disciplines, HE Becher & Trowler (2001) have characterised HE as consisting of
‘academic tribes and territories’, while Volet (2001) refers to ‘cultural-educational contexts’
and culture as sharing the meaning and value of specific educational practices ‘assumed to be
understood and shared by all individuals participating in those activities’ (p.60). Jawitz
(2008) has shown how departmental cultures shape academic identities and practices in
relation to assessment.

In today’s globalised world universities employ staff from a wide range of countries, and
academics have to be mobile. Not only do they need to teach in contrasting HE environments,
they also need to adjust to a diverse, international student body. However, while
internationalisation is increasingly addressed in academic development courses, academic
development itself tends to focus on national and institutional concerns rather than taking a
broader, international perspective. Publications on academic development have only recently
started to consider interculturality and if they do, predominantly focus on transnational
teaching (e.g. Smith, 2009). There has been some interest in the experience of staff mobility
and being an academic in different countries (e.g. Hsieh, 2012, Kreber & Hounsell, 2014),
but links have not been made to reflection on teaching. Cultures with particular relevance to
this project are disciplinary, departmental, institutional as well as national. By talking and
reflecting interculturally, the familiar and taken for granted has to be made explicit and new
perspectives have to be considered. In 'Tools for Teaching in an Educationally Mobile World',
Caroll (2015) highlights the importance of becoming aware of one's own cultural rules,
beliefs and values by making them explicit, and advocates an approach which constantly
moves between experience and reflection as well as offering planned interactions with people
from different cultures. The approach this paper focuses on therefore emphasises the benefit
of perspective taking and interculturality for reflection on teaching.
Methodology and findings
The initial small-scale internally funded project focused on piloting the 'Intercultural
Reflecting Team’ method. This involved a group of academics from both universities linked
via videoconferencing to discuss each other’s practical teaching problems and identify
possible solutions. To evaluate the approach, virtual meetings were recorded and
complemented by questionnaire and interview data. Initial analysis suggests that for some
participants, the international perspective was crucial, while for others dialogue across
disciplines appeared to be more valuable. It also highlighted challenges which the wider
project needs to address, e.g. those arising from the use of English as a lingua franca and/or
other languages.
The pilot was used to propose a larger project by systematically developing the intercultural
and technological dimensions, using a range of reflective methods and involving an
additional partner with a different national and institutional infrastructure. Additional
methods include 'Intercultural Peer Observation' during which a 1-1 partnership is formed to
discuss video-recordings of each other's teaching’, and ‘Intercultural Teaching Process
Recall’ which involves self and peer review of excerpts from videos of own teaching as part
of a supportive group meeting. The project intends to result in an 'Intercultural Community of
Reflective Practice' with participants from a range of countries, institutions and disciplines.
Implications
Intercultural reflection on teaching aims to enhance learning and teaching in higher education
by exposing academics to alternative approaches and perspectives, and by contributing to the
development of global academics. The specific methods developed as part of the project can
be employed by a wide range of institutions and academic developers, and the wider project
will need to generate further evidence to explore their impact and effectiveness.
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