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Nurturing professional growth among new academics
Kathleen Mahon, Sigrid Dentler and Sina Seipel

University of Borås, Borås, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The complexity and challenges of higher education (HE) in recent
times have been widely discussed in HE literature, as have
concomitant demands on university teachers and their
professional learning needs. Much attention has been paid to new
academics in these conversations, but less so to international PhD
and post-doctoral researchers, who are often asked to teach, yet
can be precluded from attending foundational pedagogical
courses. This paper discusses an interpretive-hermeneutic study
based on a pedagogical course developed for new academics in
this very situation. Our discussion focuses on professional growth
experienced by the course participants in terms of pedagogical
understanding and self-confidence, and what enabled that growth
from the participants’ perspectives. On the basis of analysis of
interviews, questionnaires and qualitative course evaluations, we
consider the value of such purpose-built courses and offer insights
into what may need to be considered by course developers to
ensure that their impact is optimal.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 16 July 2019
Accepted 9 December 2019

KEYWORDS
Professional learning; higher
education pedagogy; self-
confidence; doctoral
education; university
teaching courses

Introduction

Higher education (HE) pedagogy courses have become increasingly commonplace in uni-
versities in recent times, with many courses now being a mandatory part of an academic’s
career. These courses are generally designed to promote a deeper understanding of theor-
etical issues and the rationale behind teaching approaches for better student learning out-
comes, sometimes in combination with particular teaching strategies and techniques.
These courses seem especially important with the increasing demands being placed on
university teachers in their everyday work due to accountability pressures, increasing
student diversity, intensification of academic work, funding pressures, and demands of
industry and other stakeholders.

Many courses are aimed at tenured academic staff or staff on long-term contracts and
have been shown to have an impact especially for academics with minimal teaching
experience. However, it seems to us that there is a somewhat ‘forgotten’ group when it
comes to pedagogical courses and other professional learning opportunities related to
teaching: PhD candidates and post-doctoral (post-doc) researchers. These academics
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are often required to take on minor teaching responsibilities despite little or no formal
preparation for teaching or prior teaching experience. They are also sometimes excluded
from foundational teaching courses due to ineligibility or the time commitments required
for course completion. This puts them in a particularly stressful position in terms of learn-
ing to teach with little support. International PhD candidates and post-doc researchers can
have the added challenge of having to negotiate new cultural and educational norms and
language challenges (Robinson-Pant 2009) while dealing with the difficulties of transition-
ing to a new country without their familiar social networks to support them.

This paper focuses on a non-mandatory pedagogical course designed at our university
with the professional learning needs of international PhD candidates and post-doc
researchers in mind. The university, located in Sweden, attracts a very high share of inter-
national PhD candidates.1 Our discussion is based on findings of a small-scale inquiry
which explored the experiences of course participants in this course. In particular, the
investigation focussed on whether and how participants experienced professional
growth (Clarke and Hollingsworth 2002), the nature of this growth, and what enabled
it during the course. The inquiry involved six course participants from various disciplines
and countries other than Sweden who became involved in the study upon completion of
the course. Motivations for the study were, on the one hand, a desire to reflect on the
impact and efficacy of the course for review and redevelopment purposes, and on the
other hand, a more general interest in better understanding the processes that course par-
ticipants go through and what makes individual professional growth possible in or during
pedagogical courses.

The inquiry suggested that the participants experienced growth during the course in
many respects, but particularly in terms of a more holistic and nuanced understanding
of teaching and learning in HE, and along with that, changed self-confidence. Analysis
also highlighted specific aspects of the course – such as the dialogic and reflective
nature of the activities, and opportunities for collegial learning and exploring relevant ped-
agogical concepts and practices – that, in combination with participants’ motivations and
backgrounds, contributed to, or mediated, this growth. This paper aims to contribute to
ongoing conversations and debate about nurturing professional growth among new aca-
demics by elaborating on these findings.

The paper is structured as follows. First, an overview of relevant research into pro-
fessional growth associated with pedagogical courses is provided. This is followed by a
description of the course in focus. The next section outlines the research approach and
strategies used to generate and analyse empirical material. In the second half of the
paper, discussion centres on the main findings related to (a) enhanced pedagogical under-
standing, (b) changed self-confidence, and (c) what enabled (a) and (b). The significance
and implications of our findings in terms of nurturing professional growth more broadly
amongst new academics are considered. The paper concludes with some general remarks
about the role of staff development programmes and/or pedagogical courses in this nur-
turing process.

Pedagogical courses, pedagogical understanding, and self-confidence

The value of pedagogical courses for university teachers has been recognised by several
writers (e.g. Ho 2000; Kligyte 2011), not least for their role in creating conditions in
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which new and expanded perspectives on teaching and learning can develop. Studies
related to such courses have varied in terms of their focus and starting points. Many inves-
tigations have attended, for instance, to conceptions of teaching and learning (e.g. Åker-
lind 2008), highlighting that how teachers think about and understand teaching and
learning (i.e. their pedagogical understandings) is directly related to their teaching prac-
tices (Ho 2000). Some have explored changes in teacher ‘behaviour’, or deepened/
expanded pedagogical knowledge and whether and/or how that knowledge has manifested
in teaching practice (e.g. Norton et al. 2010; Kligyte 2011; Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne
2011; Derting et al. 2016). Some researchers have focussed quite specifically on teacher’s
shifts in orientations from what is regarded as ‘teacher-centred’ to what is considered
‘student-centred’ (e.g. Gibbs and Coffey 2004; Derting et al. 2016). More recent studies
have examined constraints (structural; pertaining to the academic context) experienced
by new academics when endeavouring to act on insights and agency derived from peda-
gogical courses (e.g. Behari-Leak 2017).

A great deal of the existing research points to the importance of participants in such pro-
grammes developing a greater appreciation of the complexities of teaching and learning in
HE (Åkerlind 2005; Kligyte 2011). Their new perspectives on an intellectual level reportedly
serve as a culturally-based filter which helps them navigate in teaching and learning contexts
(Kligyte 2011). They provide a basis for reflections on teaching experiences.

The extent to which teachers act on their new perspectives and pedagogical under-
standings, some argue (e.g. Åkerlind 2003; Sadler 2013), is partly a matter of self-confi-
dence and, relatedly, a willingness on the part of those teachers to take risks (e.g.
Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne 2011) connected to experimenting with and changing
teaching practice. Sadler (2013), in his investigation of self-confidence in learning to
teach in HE, stressed a feeling of uneasiness associated with the risks of acting on new
ideas. Conversely, positive self-confidence was linked to a readiness to put newly encoun-
tered ideas and strategies (such as interactive teaching and learning strategies) into prac-
tice. Such trying out, or risk taking, is important for pedagogical development in that it
leads to new experiences upon which to reflect (Kligyte 2011).

According to Sadler’s (2013) case study, positive self-confidence usually originates from
the perception of having good-enough content knowledge for the unit to be taught and
familiarity with practical arrangements and the teaching situation. Self-confidence
grows, he argues, with increasing experiences of (positive) interactions with students,
and reaching a point of no longer feeling ‘a need to know it all’ (163). On a different
note, Kligyte’s study (2011) links feelings of increased confidence with an increased
sense of agency derived from an awareness of being able ‘to change and shape one’s teach-
ing practice’ (210). Interestingly for us, because of the experiences of some of our course
participants, not all studies describe increases in self-confidence associated with increased
pedagogical understanding. Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne (2011), for example, cite
instances of some teachers feeling less self-confident after pedagogical courses due to a
realisation that their skills are not as good as they thought they were prior to courses.

These studies suggest that self-confidence related to teaching practice is not a stable
personal characteristic.2 Rather, it is subject to change and sensitive to context (Sadler
2013; see also Bandura 1986). The studies also highlight that pedagogical courses can
affect academics’ self-confidence, for example, by raising academics’ awareness of what
university teaching entails. However, Sadler (2013) comments that pedagogical courses
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need to be proactive regarding self-confidence: they need to be deliberately ‘sensitive and
supportive of confidence’ (2013, 165). He argues further that there is a role for course
managers within academic departments to provide a stable teaching environment for
beginning university teachers where they can feel secure with their content knowledge
and have opportunities to become familiar with the course unit at stake.

Together existing studies provide important insights into the role of pedagogical
courses in nurturing the professional growth of new academics. However, it seems to us
that few studies have gone far enough in terms of unpacking the variety of influencing
factors for growth, especially regarding self-confidence and pedagogical understanding,
or focussed particularly on the group of new academics we are concerned with here.
Our paper aims to build on existing studies and contribute to the discussion about learning
to teach in HE in this respect.

Course description

The pedagogical course at the centre of this inquiry introduces participants to teaching and
learning in a university setting with a view to helping them to prepare for their future teach-
ing duties. Its main aims are to foster a nuanced understanding of teaching and learning in a
Swedish HE context; to encourage participants to be open, reflective, and self-aware prac-
titioners; to support transition from other countries, other contexts, and other disciplines
into HE pedagogical practice; and to provide opportunities to encounter and critically
explore theoretical resources that can help participants understand their roles and the
kinds of pedagogical challenges their future work as university teachers might entail.

The course was purpose-designed for new university staff not in a position to enrol in
the university’s existing foundational university teaching course because they were under-
taking doctoral studies and thus could not meet the commitment/attendance demands of
that course, and/or were not yet proficient in Swedish, the language of instruction for that
course.3 Course participants so far have mainly come from countries other than Sweden,
and primarily to undertake PhD research. They have also represented a variety of disci-
plinary fields. Most have had very little prior teaching experience, either in universities
or in other contexts. Some have been assigned minor teaching duties whilst studying
(e.g. tutoring a Masters thesis or teaching classes at Masters or Bachelor level). Enrolments
in the course have varied from 4 to 12 per group.

The course is framed by assumptions about the importance of reflection, collegial learn-
ing, and active inquiry into relevant educational knowledge bases. At the time of this
inquiry, the course consisted of 5 days of face-to-face sessions spread evenly over one aca-
demic term and interspersed with various reading and assessment-related tasks. The face-
to-face sessions were made up of, for example, lectures (by multiple academics), hands-on
activities using digital tools, and a range of dialogic activities including case analyses, dis-
cussions based on course readings, and reflective discussions about the participants’ prac-
tices, experiences, and pre-existing beliefs/values about teaching and learning. Assessment
tasks included, among other things, an oral report on a classroom observation of, and
follow-up interview with, an experienced teaching colleague (seminar presentation).
Through the course activities, the participants collaboratively and individually considered
a range of pedagogical issues and challenges and were exposed to, investigated/reflected
on, and had the opportunity to experiment with, a variety of pedagogical approaches
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and strategies. Further details about the course are provided in the context of the findings
discussion below.

The inquiry

The inquiry was conducted as a case study (Yin 2006) based on the perspectives and
experiences of six participants in the course. The central aim was to investigate how the
participants understood their development and learning processes during course partici-
pation, and how this might relate to their practice and development as teachers in the
future. The necessity of a research approach looking at the process of learning during a
staff development course has been stressed by Kligyte (2011) on the basis that such meth-
odological perspectives will deepen our understanding ‘if we are to consider academics’
development in their roles more holistically, and particularly, if we are to move beyond
narrowly conceived ‘before and after’-type impact evaluations’ (212).

The investigation was informed by an interpretive-hermeneutic tradition (Muganga
2015), and guided by two main research questions:

(1) Did the participants experience professional growth, and if so, what did that entail?
(2) What enabled (ormade possible) such growth for the participants in the course and how?

The course participants – Karl, Lin, Kim, Jacques, Jon, and Arya4 (3 males and 3 females)
– willingly agreed to participate in the inquiry upon an invitation by the course directors
after course completion. These particular course participants were chosen on the basis of
convenience: they were based at the university post-course and thus available for interview.
Each was fully informed about the nature of the study and provided consent on the under-
standing that he/she could withdraw from the study at any time.

The participants were either doctoral candidates or post-doctoral researchers from a
mixture of African, Asian, South American, Middle Eastern, and European countries.
They also represented a range of subject fields within textile engineering, chemistry,
library and information science, and textile management and had specialised knowledge
in their respective fields. In terms of teaching experience, one had some lecturing experi-
ence, another had school teaching experience. The others were mostly fresh teachers with
limited teaching experience (e.g. tutoring in Masters classes) or, in one case, with no teach-
ing experience. The participants were from two cohorts across two consecutive years.

All participants took part in an interview which was audio-recorded and transcribed.
These interviews were the primary source of empirical material in the inquiry. After the
interview transcripts were analysed, the questionnaires and course evaluations were also
systematically analysed to complement the findings from the interview analysis. Specific
processes for conducting and analysing the interviews, course evaluations, and question-
naires are explained below.5

Interviews

Individual, semi-structured face-to-face interviews of about 0.5–1 h durationwere conducted
several weeks after course completion. The interview prompts rangedwidely over educational
issues (e.g. conceptions of teaching, links between teaching and learning, prior teaching/
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learning experience, the nature of good teaching, recent professional growth and growth as a
course outcome), while simultaneously giving the participants space for individual thoughts
and ideas within the general framework of HE. The interviewees were also given the oppor-
tunity to explain their responses to the questionnaire outlined below.

Analysis of the interview transcripts involved an iterative process best described as the-
matic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). The first stage involved an initial reading of tran-
scripts by two of the authors whereby general themes were identified. Next, a list of codes
and categories combining these preliminary themes with themes that emerged from the
literature reviewed for the research was created. Using the list of codes and categories,
all transcripts were systematically coded by two of the authors independently, with a
review involving all three authors at a midway point to discuss consistency in analysis.
During this phase of analysis, the list of codes was modified and some re-categorisation
of themes occurred to accommodate the emergence of additional themes. At the com-
pletion of the coding process, detailed narrative summaries were generated for each tran-
script in order to capture a sense of the ‘whole’, a sense that was, in some ways, diluted in
the dissection of the texts via our coding.

Course evaluations

The evaluations comprised questions developed in cooperation with participants as a learn-
ing activity in the course. Questions included, for example, ‘What was the most important
thing you learned about teaching and learning in HE from taking this course?’What was the
most important thing you learned about yourself while taking this course?’ The answers to
the course evaluation questions were coded according to categories that emerged in the
analysis of interview transcripts. General categories included expanded awareness and
changed understanding (e.g. of theoretical matters, of the complexities of teaching, and of
instrumental matters such as teaching resources and strategies) and shifts in beliefs
(about the nature of knowledge formation, the nature of learning, and beliefs about oneself).

Questionnaires

A questionnaire adapted from Norton et al. (2005) was used in the course as a pedagogical
resource to stimulate course participant reflection on assumptions about teaching and
learning in HE at both the beginning (pre-course) and the end of our course (post-
course).6 The items targeted two main areas of how participants view teaching and learn-
ing in HE. One related to beliefs about oneself (i.e. the confidence and skills the partici-
pants estimate they have in their role as a teacher/facilitator). The other dealt with
different approaches to teaching and learning (e.g. student v. teacher-centred approaches).
Analysis of the questionnaires involved comparison of pre-course and post-course
responses. Due to the small number of participants, analysis mostly focused on the
results that showed significant variations among individual course participants. The
trends that were discernible from the analyses were captured in graph formats.

Findings and discussion

Our analyses of the interviews, questionnaires, and course evaluations revealed that what
the participants experienced as professional growth and/or learning was certainly not
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straightforward. Rather, it involved a combination of processes that differed in nuanced
ways from person to person. Also, there were many and varied contributing factors.
Four key, interrelated areas of professional growth emerged as significant:

(1) a more holistic and nuanced understanding of teaching and learning in HE;
(2) changed self-confidence;
(3) shifts in attitudes towards, and beliefs about, teaching and learning and the teaching

role; and
(4) shifts in orientation to teaching (towards a student-centred orientation and a focus on

learning, or becoming more firmly student-centred).

In the paragraphs that follow, we have chosen to focus on the first two since they have
received less attention in HE literature. We draw mostly on excerpts from the interviews
and course evaluations due to our chosen focus.

A more holistic and nuanced understanding of teaching and learning in HE

In the interviews, most of the participants alluded to having a more holistic and nuanced
understanding of what teaching and learning in HE entails. This appeared to manifest in
three main (overlapping) ways. Firstly, some of the participants referred to the learning of
new theoretical ideas and particular concepts and a language with which to make sense of,
and articulate ideas about, teaching and learning. This apparently meant coming to under-
stand how various aspects of teaching and learning relate to each other. Karl’s interview
comment highlights this well:

When you have only your experience, you try to make sense of things, categorise. I think this
course was really helping in the sense that a lot of things that I have in my mind, here and
there, really fragmented thoughts, I kind of was able to link it through theory, in some sense it
was something that was in my head already but I could never put this out as structured, as
reasonable, as sense making as after the course, I think [the thing] I took most out of the
course, was this.

Lin described her new pedagogical understandings in a similar way, saying that, through
participation in the course, she was able to make connections between fragmented insights
gleaned from personal experiences as a student, and to reflect on teaching and learning in a
way that was more structured and helpful for her. For another participant, Jacques, there
was a deeper understanding of the relationship between teaching, learning, and assess-
ment, and what each of these ‘key concepts… really represent’ (Jacques’ course
evaluation).

Secondly, the course participants seemed to becomemore aware of the uncertainties and
complexities, and therefore the demands, of teaching. One of the participants, for instance,
described coming to see the ‘grey’ and not just the ‘black and white’ of teaching (Karl’s
interview). Part of the expanded awareness for some participants included greater aware-
ness of the importance of student needs and motivations in the teaching and learning
dynamic, and factors that impact on teaching practice, for example, ‘organisation policies
and norms’ (Kim’s interview).

Participant comments also reflected a keener sense of what was needed for ongoing
professional growth and learning. This included further reading (particularly for Lin
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and Karl), collegial support (particularly for Jacques), and being committed to continuous
professional learning (e.g. ‘([I learnt that] it is important to constantly develop one’s own
pedagogic skills and to get new ideas’ – Arya’s course evaluation). On the basis of this
awareness, some of the participants were already engaged in further reading at the time
of the interviews and/or starting to network with colleagues to discuss pedagogical
matters, both in and outside the course group. This was a positive outcome given the
importance of networking for the ongoing support of professional learning and sustaining
changes to practices (see Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne 2011; Rienties and Kinchin
2014).

Thirdly, participants suggested that increased knowledge about alternative strategies
and possibilities in teaching was an important area of professional growth. This is
similar to findings in the Norton et al. (2010) study (see participant comment about
having his/her eyes ‘opened’ to ‘what and how much is out there’ [351]). In our study,
the participants became aware of alternatives to teacher-centred approaches, as Karl’s
comments illustrate:

I never thought there were other options, I mean…my academic life, most of the time was
teacher centred… it’s school to university … and I think that was something that I was
never really happy about, when you don’t have an alternative, then you don’t think about
an alternative. (Karl’s interview)

[The course] gave me an understanding that a good lecturer is one who is not ideologically
closed to one approach, but one who understands and makes use of the different possible
methodologies to enhance learning according to… [several] factors in the classroom, such
as the students’ profile, the subject… my idea of the possibilities for a good lecture
changed (Karl’s course evaluation).

Increased knowledge about alternative ideas and approaches was linked by participants
to choice about what actions to take as teachers. Also, because of their new or more
nuanced pedagogical understandings, the participants were able to instructively reflect
on and see their past experiences (as students or university teachers) in a new light.
Jacques, for example, looked in a new way at high failure rates in his home country. He
also described a realisation through the course that he had been ‘doing many kilometres
without my students’ (Jacques’ interview) and not paying enough attention to how stu-
dents were experiencing their studies. He talked about needing to attend more to the
‘process of assessment’ in his future practice to foster student learning and as a form of
feedback on his teaching.

Changed self-confidence

The developing pedagogical understandings noted above were accompanied by changes to
self-confidence in the participants’ abilities as teachers. This also varied from person to
person. In two cases, the change appeared to involve a decrease in self-confidence,
while others alluded to or described enhanced self-confidence.

Those who experienced an increase in self-confidence linked the change to greater
awareness, a willingness to take risks, or increased self-efficacy. Arya, for instance, said,
‘I became more aware of my strengths and that I can be confident in my role as a lecturer’
(Arya’s course evaluation). She also came to realise that she did not need the answers to all
questions as a university teacher, even if that were possible: ‘[Taking the course] has
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changed my view concerning the role of a lecturer, that a lecturer is rather a facilitator and
does not have to be all knowing’ (Arya’s course evaluation). Postareff and Lindblom-
Ylänne (2011) described similar comments in their study of emotions and self-confidence
in university pedagogy courses (see also Sadler 2013).

This in some ways relates to the Jon’s experience. Jon talked about being initially pre-
occupied with making ‘safe moves’ as a teacher, which meant concentrating on content
that was easier to teach and that made it easier to convey a sense of being an expert as
a teacher:

You need some safe moves. You don’t want the students to see you doing something you
don’t know. So you want them to make sure that they see what you are doing is correct
… So therefore the difficulty levels stop because you want to be safe … it’s like you will
use a simple … approach to show the … basic… phenomenon, so you are really not touch-
ing something at the cutting edge of the research. (Jon’s interview)

Jon appeared to move beyond this view by the end of the course. In the interests of student
learning, he wanted to incorporate more ‘state of the art’ research in his teaching where he
might be asked challenging questions by students, suggesting increased self-confidence
and a willingness to take risks in his teaching (cf. Sadler 2013).

In a different vein, Jacques hinted at strong self-efficacy (Bandura 1986) in relation
to a capacity to a focus on the learner in his teaching practice (‘I know it’s a process
to – but now I think I can be a good teacher – paying attention to the learner’ –
Jacques’ interview). This was enhanced through expanded understandings of the lear-
ner’s needs and interests in the educational process (cf. Postareff and Lindblom-
Ylänne 2011).

In the questionnaire responses, two participants noted feeling less secure in their teach-
ing. The following interview comment by Karl gives an insight into how this was possible.
Karl explained that increased knowledge about teaching and learning came with increased
awareness of what he did not know, which led him to feel less confident:

I was more confident in the beginning of the course than in the end, and at the same time
I consider that I have more knowledge now than I had before … I think the difference
[is], that in the beginning I had no idea, no concept. As we increase our knowledge, I
think you kind of decrease your confidence a little bit, because you realise that it is
much more… it is a vast area of knowledge that you don’t know. And when you don’t
know there is such a vast area of knowledge, you tend to be more confident. (Karl’s
interview)

This is reminiscent of the findings reported by Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne (2011)
regarding loss of confidence linked to people’s realisation that they were not as skilled
as they thought they were. The positive side of this, from Karl’s perspective, was that he
was motivated to learn more in his future practice as a teacher.

Contributing factors: enablers of professional growth

While we cannot definitively say what particular factors led to the development of a more
holistic and nuanced understanding, and/or changes to self-confidence, we can point to
key factors that the participants identified as relevant (either explicitly or implicitly). In
the discussion that follows, we elaborate on these key factors. They relate to (a) course
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arrangements (in the general sense of the word ‘arrangements’) and (b) individual partici-
pant factors.

Course arrangements
All participants indicated that the course affected how they viewed teaching and learning
in HE. Features of the course that were particularly highlighted included course content
and course design, collegial learning activities and peer support, and diversity within
the participant group. In terms of course content, it seemed that the participants’ ideas
were challenged by an emphasis on learning and learners and reflective practice, rather
than an emphasis on teaching methods and approaches alone. For example, in the peer
observation assessment task, participants were encouraged to focus not just on what
observed peers did in the observed lessons, but on the potential impact and implications
for student learning and engagement. Also, as shown above in relation to Karl’s and Lin’s
sense-making, exploration of educational theory and issues helped give order and intellig-
ibility to previously un-theorised participant ideas and experiences. The participants
encountered educational theory in a range of ways, including via workshops and lectures,
and through engagement with the course text book, course readings, and additional litera-
ture sourced by the participants.

As for course design and the kinds of activities in which the participants engaged, the
space and opportunity to reflect was deemed important. Arya commented, for instance,
that the course allowed her space and time to think about pedagogy in a way she had
not previously. As noted earlier, reflective activities were built into many aspects of the
course, including self-reflections by participants about their own seminar presentations.
The experiential nature of the course also appeared to be relevant for some. The course
was designed to provide opportunities to experience real-life manifestations of some of
the concepts being explored, for example, learning about student-centred approaches
partly by experiencing and observing them. Some participants had still not had a
chance to teach in a formal teaching role by the end of the course, and thereby act on
or test their new ideas and pedagogical understandings in interactions with students.
However, the seminar presentations provided at least some degree of space for trying
out different ways of engaging learners, in this case, their peers and course facilitators.

Opportunities for collegial learning constituted another enabling factor. Collegial learn-
ing took the form of peer feedback, as well as discussions about particular cases related to
university classroom dilemmas, and collaborative reflection on previous experiences and
assumptions about teaching and learning and their relevance to Swedish HE. In this sense,
the participants shared an ‘intense’ (Arya) collegial experience that allowed them to think
about similar things, try out things together, while working towards similar goals. The par-
ticipating group, in this way, became a learning community. Most of the participants
explicitly mentioned the supportive character of this community. It provided a sense of
comfort and a safe space to talk about teaching.

The sharing of stories, perspectives, challenges, and approaches within this supportive
learning community was regarded as especially important by one of the participants (Jon)
because it meant not becoming ‘stuck’ in particular ways of doing and seeing things. This
relates to another key factor: diversity. The participants greatly valued the diversity of the
participants’ backgrounds (country of origin, prior experiences, and disciplinary/pro-
fessional backgrounds). The variety of backgrounds made for rich and lively discussion
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where multiple perspectives on a range of issues emerged, allowing the participants to
expand their horizons in terms of understanding teaching and learning (cf. Kligyte
2011). Diversity in this sense was a resource for learning. The diversity of styles and per-
spectives of course lecturers was identified as enabling for similar reasons. Many of the
sessions were facilitated by the two course directors. However, the programme also
included guest seminars (e.g. ‘norms’ in HE from a norm-critical perspective; student
motivation; and the use of digital technologies in the university classroom) by other uni-
versity staff, each with his/her own style/approach to, and perspectives on teaching.
Although not noted by the participants themselves, we believe that this was important
for promoting awareness of the contested nature and complexity of education.

Individual participant factors
In the interviews especially, the participants revealed a range of individual factors relevant
to the growth they experienced. Among these were their motivations for undertaking the
course. Three of the participants were notably motivated by pedagogical dissatisfaction,
supporting to an extent the case made by Ho (2000) about university teachers’ tensions
and dilemmas as impetus for moving forward conceptually. In the interests of space, we
elaborate on two cases of this: those of Jacques and Arya.

In Jacques’ case, the dissatisfaction was with prevailing teaching orientations and strat-
egies in his home-university department and home country. He described a highly com-
petitive education environment characterised by greater concern for promoting the elite/
brightest students than supporting student learning, a high failure rate (the ‘mark of a
good teacher’), and the use of assessment ‘to prove that the teacher is strong’. Jacques
referred to himself as a ‘victim’ of this system. Through the course, Jacques was able to
find some answers to questions he had regarding how to bring about change in his own
context and individual practice: ‘this approach [i.e. a student-centred approach] is like a
response to what I wanted’.

In Arya’s case, there was a motivation to inspire her students in a way that contrasted
with the traditional and rather authoritarian educational (and predominantly male)
approaches she was frustrated by as a student. Arya reported having encountered positive
role models who were much opposed to the content-centred and authoritarian approach
of some male lecturers and that this gave her a sense of there being other ways of teaching
in HE. Arya implied that the course provided an opportunity to explore the alternatives
further.

Given such strong motivations going into this course, it is not surprising that Arya and
the other participants were open to new ways of thinking about teaching and learning. The
fact that the course was not compulsory, is also relevant. The participants were participat-
ing because they wanted to learn, not because course attendance was mandatory.

These examples highlight the relevance of prior experiences to the ways in which the
participants engaged in and responded to the course. The participants’ experiences pro-
vided impetus for seeking knowledge, finding answers to questions, and/or exploring pos-
sibilities for doing teaching differently. The participants’ beliefs related to those past
experiences arguably also mediated the participants’ sense-making during the course
(Nespor 1987). In this way, the participants’ prior histories served as enablers for
growth, especially in terms of prior experiences as students and university teachers.
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Whether new and more nuanced pedagogical understandings might manifest as
changed teaching practice, however, is another matter. As Karl pointed out, prior experi-
ences, can work against the kind of self-confidence needed to act on new or altered
understandings:

I could never start a new course, completely the opposite to what I have been doing my whole
life, I think it would be a challenge … Like it or not, teacher centred [pedagogy] is something
we are comfortable with, something that we’ve known for so long. I think the challenge is
introducing more and more [student-centred approaches], until you feel super comfortable,
to kind of be confident and powerful to make a change to- a structural change. (Karl’s
interview)

This signals not only the power of deep-seated beliefs particular to individuals (Pajares
1992) (it is often easier and safer to stay with what we know), but also the influence of
long-standing traditions of university teaching practice, highlighting the complexity of
conditions for growth surrounding a course such as ours, and the challenges for partici-
pants who may want to change their practices (cf. Norton et al. 2010). This is especially
relevant for those from countries or settings with a tradition of conservative and author-
itarian teaching systems, as was the case for most of the participants.

The career trajectories of the participants also appeared to be relevant, although this
was not mentioned directly. All participants were either doctoral candidates or post-doc-
toral researchers with strong researcher identities and a keen interest in theoretical matters
of many different kinds. We wonder whether this had a bearing on the extent to which the
participants assumed an inquiry stance and scholarly disposition (Wilkinson and Eacott
2013) to understand their histories and present and future circumstances as teachers
(and or students). They certainly showed a desire to engage in ‘deep learning’ (Marton
and Säljö 1976) throughout the course, which was most likely crucial for developing
understanding.

The following diagram (Figure 1) is our attempt to capture the main ‘enablers’ we have
discussed, as well as some factors external to the course (but part of the broader academic
environment) that were hinted at by the participants. Some of the main enablers are taken
up for further discussion in the next section where we consider the implications and sig-
nificance of the findings more closely.

General discussion and concluding remarks

According to the participants in our study, all of them came to see teaching and learning
and/or their roles and/or their practices differently by the end of the course relative to how
they saw them at the beginning of the course (cf. Åkerlind 2005; Kligyte 2011), and this
was viewed in a positive way. Not surprisingly, given prior claims that professional
growth is idiosyncratic and individual (e.g. Clarke and Hollingsworth 2002; Åkerlind
2003), our analysis highlighted that professional growth, especially in relation to pedago-
gical understanding and self-confidence, was experienced variously. Each participant
clearly brought different resources to the course in the form of unique histories, capabili-
ties, prior knowledges and understandings, identities, and motivations.

These resources not only mediated how and the extent to which each participant
engaged and made sense of what he/she was encountering in the course. They also
shaped other people’s experiences of the course. The participants drew on these resources,
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through feedback to peers, presentations, stories, questions, and comments, to help co-
produce the course and provide stimulus for other people’s reflections. This is an argu-
ment, we suggest, for deliberately drawing participants’ prior experiences into class dialo-
gue, as well as for interdisciplinary (or interdepartmental) pedagogical courses and other
professional learning opportunities (and for diverse groups).

It is also an argument for space in courses for participants to consciously and collabora-
tively reflect on their practices and concerns about teaching, and their developing pedago-
gical understandings (Kligyte 2011). Although such space can be difficult to create in
shorter pedagogical courses, we believe that it is imperative. New academics are profes-
sionally vulnerable to the extent that they are establishing their academic identity
(Behari-Leak 2017) and thus can feel less inclined to share their thoughts about teaching
with colleagues. Perhaps international PhD students and post-doc researchers could be
even less inclined due to the power relations and cultural norms they possibly sense but
do not yet understand, and due to the tenuousness of their positions as academics.
Having the space and time dedicated to sharing and reflecting and even problematising
aspects of teaching and learning may be actually crucial for their growth as teachers.

Figure 1. Enablers of growth.
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The role played by the course participant group as a supportive learning community is
in line with the case made by others (e.g. Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne 2011) that peer
support should be an important element of pedagogical courses. In order for this to be
possible in the course we investigated, there needed to be a degree of trust within the
groups, for as Tangney (2014) notes, ‘learning is an emotional activity’ (273) and the
sharing of views and stories can expose participants to negative judgement and ridicule.
Although not mentioned by the participants, the small group size, and the fact that the
participants shared common circumstances in terms of being new to Sweden and of
undertaking (or having recently undertaken) PhD studies, may have contributed to the
level of trust developed in the course if both helped them to realise they were not
‘alone’ (see Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne 2011, 804). The course directors were com-
mitted, along with participants, to setting a supportive tone and fostering trust, but we
are aware that a culture of trust and support does not come easily in all groups, regardless
of how small the groups are, or of what the group members have in common.

Significantly, our analysis suggested a role for peer or collegial support of new aca-
demics beyond pedagogical courses, especially with respect to the ongoing development
of self-confidence. Self-confidence, as highlighted, can ironically be shaken when aca-
demics develop a more nuanced and holistic understanding of teaching and learning,
and continuing professional learning opportunities may be important for restoring and
(re)building confidence. Also, self-confidence may have more to do with factors that are
beyond what a pedagogical course can influence, such as a person’s discipline-specific
knowledge and familiarity with the particular situations in which people find themselves
(Sadler 2013) or structural and systemic characteristics of the university (see Behari-Leak
2017). Furthermore, acting on new perspectives as we have discussed, requires some
degree of risk when those perspectives run counter to what is comfortable, known, safe,
or normalised in particular discipline areas. Again, a supportive community beyond the
course peer group may be important for encouraging, or at least not discouraging, the
necessary risk-taking to develop as teachers, and perhaps for surfacing and addressing
some of the constraints for change. This may be equally relevant for academics in
tenured or extended contract positions. There are obvious implications here for academic
departments and the creation of supportive, reflective, inclusive academic environments.
Mentoring arrangements (see Behari-Leak 2017), seminars on teaching and learning, and
the careful management of new academics’ teaching responsibilities by course managers
(see Postareff and Lindblom-Ylänne 2011) come to mind.

Due to the small number of participants, we cannot claim that our findings lend
themselves to general application. It is our conviction, however, that the insights
gained from our findings further understanding of how course participants can experi-
ence professional growth. Whether and how the different ways of seeing teaching and
learning manifested as doing teaching differently by the participants is not known,
since neither the participants’ teaching practice nor their ongoing (informal) pro-
fessional learning were part of this small-scale inquiry. We believe, however, that we
gained insight into the potential for change in practice based on coming to ‘see
things differently’ (Åkerlind 2005, 15).

What courses like the one we have described can contribute may be humble, but never-
theless important, as shown, for those whose teaching tasks are largely on the periphery of
teaching and learning activities in a university: those of PhD and post-doc researchers. The
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challenge for those facilitating such courses is to create conditions that allow more
nuanced and holistic pedagogical understandings to emerge, and raising awareness of
factors that can affect self-confidence as pedagogical understandings are deepened.

Notes

1. Their rate being approximately 60% compared to an average of 40% for Sweden as a whole
(Sveriges officiella statistic 2018; UKÄ 2018, 10).

2. For a counter view, see the discussion of a risk-taking disposition by Sutton and Wheatley
(2003, 348–349).

3. Compared with the university’s foundational course, the course investigated has fewer
contact hours, attracts fewer credits (3 versus 15), takes place within a single teaching
term, and is offered in English. While some of the content and general teaching approaches
can be similar, the group size is smaller, and topics are not explored in as much depth.

4. Pseudonyms.
5. One of the three co-authors (co-researchers) is a former course participant. The other two

were course facilitators at the time of the study. This composition of the co-researcher
team has meant that both course facilitator and course participant perspectives have
mediated analytical interpretations.

6. A discussion in which the course participants compared their pre-course and post course
responses to the questionnaire was part of the final reflection activity in the course.
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