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ABSTRACT
Conversations and networks are essential for transforming
academics’ teaching practices as learning experiences (Palmer
1993). Yet, there has been little research reporting academics’
informal conversations about teaching (Thomson and Trigwell
2018). Teachers will generally access small significant networks
(Becher and Trowler 2001) for nuanced and personal issues
relating to teaching and learning. Collaborative transnational
projects provide fertile ground for unique conversations about
Higher Education (HE) teaching (Thomson 2015), with the added
value of cross-national perspectives. This study examines the
conditions that help to create significant networks and
conversations, based on collective autoethnographic reflections
of the member of an Erasmus+ project, including five partner
universities from four different countries. The results provide
insights into how the project have afforded the generation and
continuation of cross-national and interdisciplinary significant
networks and how unique conversations have allowed for trust,
relationships and common goals to develop, which add value
beyond the individual level.
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Introduction

People come into Higher Education (HE) from different routes and with different expec-
tations, particularly around the tension between conducting research and teaching. This
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tension can be exacerbated by university priorities, and historically Rosser (2003, 392)
suggests that ‘rarely are new faculty members hired at research universities for their
potential in teaching’. More recently, Wells et al. (2019) highlight continuing confusion
around the expectations around conducting research and teaching. In addition, Boyce
et al. (2019) contend that the development of teaching skills is given only cursory atten-
tion as part of doctoral study and when they begin their careers as academics (Baiduc,
Linsenmeier, and Ruggeri 2016). Despite this, historically Smith (1995) suggests that
most university staff see teaching as their primary role, although most are not trained
to be teachers (Jones 2008). This situation is further complicated by recent developments
in the role of technology in HE teaching, particularly the sudden emergency and unstruc-
tured reliance on technology to facilitate HE teaching because of the COVID pandemic
(Oliveira et al. 2021). Such changes require university educators to modify and expand
their own professional practice (Hood and Littlejohn 2017) to keep pace with an increas-
ingly pervasive and sophisticated digital era. The end result is that there ‘is a need to
develop teaching in higher education’ (Pekkarinen, Hirsto, and Nevgi 2020, 13).

Although formal staff development opportunities to develop teaching are available to
university staff, these can be limited and need to be fitted around competing demands
(Sugrue et al. 2017; Sutherland 2018). Hence, informal opportunities within, and
beyond, an individual’s own university can present unique opportunities to discuss
effective teaching strategies. These opportunities can provide a context to discuss both
conceptions of, and approaches to, teaching in HE; that is an individual’s beliefs and
the strategies they adopt respectively (Englund, Olofsson, and Price 2017). Moving
beyond formal provision for discussion also provides unique conditions to develop
new sites for conversations about differing contexts (for example, pedagogic, cultural,
disciplinary and curricular) to influence pedagogical changes in HE teachers – here
including all other nomenclature for someone who teaches in HE, such as lecturer.
This is particularly true when these teachers encounter challenges to their existing ped-
agogic beliefs provoked by contrasting, but deeply held, views, often backed up with aca-
demic theory and experience, of other HE teachers in their own and different disciplines.
Arguably, an important, and perhaps unique, context for developing pedagogic practice
is through transnational cooperation between higher education institutions (HEIs),
rather than within single universities or an individual country. Collaborative transna-
tional projects provide fertile ground for unique conversations about HE teaching
with the added value of cross-national perspectives and exploring commonalities and
differences across very different contexts. Further dimensions of complexity, and/or rich-
ness, are added when teachers in these collaborations are at different stages of their
careers and have known each other for different lengths of time.

In exploring the impact of such factors, Masterman (2016, 31) highlights the impor-
tance of conducting research using the ‘real-life practices of academics’. This paper
responds by reporting on the lived experiences of a group of 15 HE teachers at
different stages of their career (from Research Assistant to full Professor), from five uni-
versity partners in four countries (Belgium, France, Ireland, Wales), working on a three-
year Erasmus+ project [‘SHaring Open educational practices Using Technology For
Higher Education’ (SHOUT4HE)]. One of the main project aims was to develop Open
Educational Resources (OERs) and Open Educational Practices (OEPs) to reflect a
growth in interest in their use in HE (Koseoglu and Bozkurt 2018; Tillinghast 2020).
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However, although not formally part of the project objectives, what organically emerged
was a series of significant conversations (Roxå and Mårtensson 2009) reflecting on ped-
agogic practice in HE.

When the importance of these conversations was recognised, the team decided to for-
mally explore them and developed a new research focus examining:

RQ1 – what circumstances produce opportunities for significant conversations about teach-
ing in HE?

RQ2 – what are the best sites and settings for them to take place to challenge thinking about
teaching in HE?

At that stage, the team had undertaken many project-related teaching conversations
(including face-to-face and online) in different university departments in different
countries over an extended period (18 months) which allowed reflection over diverse
contexts. The data in this paper, however, also inevitably allowed team members oppor-
tunities to reflect on their experiences both within, and outside of, the project over the
course of their teaching careers in HE. We define a teaching conversation as talk
between colleagues, in formal and informal settings, which is ‘authentic, engaged, and
provides access to colleagues’ (Thomson 2015, 140). Using this definition, the team
were able to reflect on their previous project experience of three face-to-face two-day
transnational meetings, and 16 monthly online team meetings of around two hours. It
is important to note that three individual members of the project team, from different
universities, knew each other from other European projects, but the other 12 members
of the team had not met collectively before the current project. As such, they were not
‘birds of a feather’ (Poole, Iqbal, and Verwoord 2019, 71), and incorporated a wide
variety of disciplinary knowledge and pedagogical experience.

This paper responds to the suggestion that ‘there has been little research reported on
academics’ informal conversations about teaching’ (Thomson and Trigwell 2018, 1536).
It captures intra-team insights, focussing on, but not restricted to, how the conversational
dynamics of the project have afforded the generation and continuation of cross-national
and interdisciplinary significant networks and conversations (Roxå and Mårtensson
2009). In this context, we have adopted Aboelela et al.’s (2007, 341) definition of inter-
disciplinary research, developed through a critical review of the literature, as ‘any study
or group of studies undertaken by scholars from two or more distinct scientific disci-
plines’ – although we note some dispute such simple definitions (Huutoniemi, Bruun,
and Hukkinen 2010).

This paper thus uses the lived experience of the participants, exemplified by quotes
from the team members, to discuss their perceptions of the significance of these conver-
sations and the best circumstances, sites and settings for them to take place to challenge
thinking about, and potentially influence change in HE teaching.

Literature review

Significant networks

The potential for significant networks and the importance of improving HE teaching and
learning is not a new concept. Palmer (1993) identified conversations and networks on
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the topic of teaching as an effective method for transforming academics’ teaching and
learning practices as well as the learning experiences of their students. Within the
context of teaching and learning in HE, teachers will engage in a series of significant net-
works and subsequent significant conversations. It is within these arenas that teachers
will share their ideas on teaching and learning with others and shape their future peda-
gogical decisions around the dialogue-taking place.

However, there are generally two networks, outlined by Becher and Trowler (2001)
that HE teachers will access and engage with conversations on their teaching and learning
practices with. The first of these is outlined as the large network of resources, references
and research that takes place about teaching and learning. The second, much smaller,
network that teachers will participate in can be as limited as 10 people in total. This sig-
nificant network will be utilised for more nuanced and personal issues relating to teach-
ing and learning and it is within this arena that individuals will feel more comfortable to
share. It is this ‘inclination to play safe’ (Becher and Trowler 2001, 127) that can limit the
potential for true significance in an individual’s networks. That is why the research argues
that expanding networks, across disciplines, institutions and countries, is important for
taking greater risks in relation to HE teaching and learning practices. Arguably, this is the
form of academic communication that is required for innovation and development of
practice (Roxå and Mårtensson 2009).

Informal and formal learning

A particular focus of research has been maximising the effectiveness of formal learning
opportunities and the subsequent informal conversations that take place because of this.
Initially, Dewey (1916) outlined the impact that both formal and informal learning can
have on the development of the individual and the stark contrast between the two forms
of academic development. These practices can still be widely viewed in HE today with
formal workshops and quality assurance (Land 2001) being complemented by the every-
day practices and events of the professional workplace that occur around the formal
learning scenarios (Boud and Brew 2013; Eraut 2004). Recent research has aimed to
demonstrate how the dual approach of formal and informal learning can enhance
both teachers’ pedagogy and the learning of students (Gibbs 2013; Trigwell, Caballero-
Rodriguez, and Han 2012; Thomson and Trigwell 2018). However, research has
suggested that teachers will only engage with a limited number of academics and peers
(Becher and Trowler 2001) and that there is a distinct link between positive experiences
of significant networks and the number of people they will interact with (Roxå and Mår-
tensson 2009). This suggests a hesitance from teachers to consistently engage in these sig-
nificant networks and conversations.

Factors for significance

There are a variety of factors that can impact on a teachers’ reluctance or enthusiasm to
engage in a significant network or conversation. One significant factor is the amount of
trust the individual has within the locality of the conversation (Roxå, Mårtensson, and
Alveteg 2011). Moreover, levels of trust, the privacy of the conversation and the sub-
sequent confidence and freedom of the teacher to talk openly have significant impacts
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on the networks and conversations that take place. This is referred to as ‘backstage behav-
iour’, which Goffman (2000) recognised as the freedom felt by an individual when
sharing in a private environment. This demonstrates the sensitive surroundings of sig-
nificant networks in academia and may suggest why these arenas are often underutilised.
There is an apparent and understandable hesitance to share from colleagues as they do
not want disagreements and debates to have a consequential impact on their career or
relationships within academia. Another key factor in the realm of significant networks
is the level of intellectual engagement and shared interest among the networks’ partici-
pants. This is where teachers can learn, share and develop with other academics, resulting
in new understandings and higher levels of university teaching (Steinert 2010). The most
highly associated concept of this is ‘Communities of Practice’ (Wenger 1999, 2000),
where a group with a common academic interest can engage in a mutual dialogue on
the topic. This has the potential to increase the networks that an individual engages in
from a local to international level.

Methods

The research adopted a collective autoethnographic approach to data collection, which
‘focuses on self-interrogation but does so collectively and cooperatively within a team
of researchers’ (Chang, Ngunjiri, and Hernandez 2012, 21). More specifically, the team
worked ‘in community to collect their autobiographical materials and to analyse and
interpret their data collectively to gain a meaningful understanding’ (Chang, Ngunjiri,
and Hernandez 2012, 23–24).

In this context, this paper draws on data collected from one online synchronous focus
group involving 15 university staff, ranging from early career to full professor level, from
five different European universities all participating in the SHOUT4HE Erasmus+
project. Given the range of experience in the team, it was important that each member
of this international team held ‘equitable power in the research relationship… to nego-
tiate personal dynamics and cultural elements, as well as the different goals, timelines,
and kinds of knowledge that members of the team bring to the experience’ (Lapadat
2017, 22).

Although specifically convened as a one-off data collection event, the explicit focus
was on reflecting over the many formal and informal conversations held during the
first 18 months of the project and their own teaching careers – some just beginning,
some long-established. Due to the reflexive nature of the research, the decision was
made to allow participants to prepare in advance some reflections to the questions
asked during the focus group. This presents both its benefits and challenges when allow-
ing participants to know the nature and structure of the interview beforehand. The main
benefit to this was the elimination of availability bias. In addition, instead of reflecting on
what immediately comes to mind (Mamede et al. 2010), the participants were able to
reflect on their experience in greater detail. This provided the research with richer,
more descriptive, data as well as more specific examples of their experiences.

The focus group questions were posed by the project leader, as the most experienced
researcher, but to acknowledge potential power relationships (Kennedy 2005) in the
context of the project, the option was given for participants to submit any additional
answers anonymously in the form of a survey after the virtual focus group had been
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conducted. Any such responses were then combined with the data gathered during the
initial group discussion.

We were conscious of the potential for researcher bias, influenced by the prior
relationships and knowledge of the participants that the researchers possess (Onwuegbu-
zie 2003). This is an ‘active’ form of researcher bias that can lead to bias being subcon-
sciously during the data collection, data analysis or interpretation phases of the
researching process. It is also important to note the added complexity of bias when con-
sidering the reflection and researching of the researcher/s own experiences and practice.
One of the potential consequences of this is the enactment of confirmation bias, with the
researchers having already created their own reflections and interpretations of the group
significance as a network, also noted as a priori hypotheses (Greenwald et al. 1986). Typi-
cally, this will become more apparent during the interpretation stage of the researching
process. To address this, the interpretation of data used triangulation of multiple
researchers (inter-rater reliability), as well as multiple sources and theories (Merriam
1988; Patton 1990). This reduced the potential for chance associations being made and
provides increased confidence and validity in the interpretations made by the researching
team (Miles and Huberman 1984, 1994).

Given the widely geographically dispersed of participants across five countries, and the
restrictions on travel due to the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, for data collection,
it was necessary to convene a recorded online focus group. Nevertheless, synchronous
online focus group discussions (SOFGDs) are a ‘well-established, valuable, mainstream
qualitative research tool spanning across multiple fields of study’ (Woodyatt, Finneran,
and Stephenson 2016, 741) and are a sound technique for conducting a focus group
with participants from multiple different locations (Fielding, Raymond, and Blank
2016). They were enabled by the high level of synchronous technologies that can be
easily accessed (Stewart and Shamdasani 2017). Such technologies mean that SOFGDs
can be favourably compared with in-person interviews in developing rapport and disclos-
ure (Jenner and Myers 2019). Indeed, SOFGDs ‘mirror in-person conversations where
participants can effectively converse… and can bring forth similar high-quality data’
(Greenspan et al. 2021, 85). Further benefits are outlined by Hanna and Mwale (2017,
260), who argue that remote interviews offer a public, yet private, space which can be
‘a more empowered experience for the interview participant’, which thus reduce con-
cerns about power imbalances (Beauchamp et al. 2021). Finally, as the transnational
research team had used online meetings often as a forum for discussion, it was a familiar
format for all participants of the project. This allowed for a sense of openness and com-
fortability in engaging in a semi-structured focus group. Ethical informed consent was
gained in accordance with university protocols. The meeting was recorded and tran-
scribed for later analysis.

To develop trustworthiness, the research team used a process of thematic analysis out-
lined by Nowell et al. (2017). Three members of the research team undertook a compre-
hensive reading and re-reading of the data to ensure a familiarity with the content and a
certainty of the themes that have been identified (Rice and Ezzy 1999). These initial ideas
were triangulated between the three researchers to ensure a level of inter-coder reliability
(Castleberry and Nolen 2018). This consolidation led to the generation (Braun and
Clarke 2019; Braun, Clarke, and Hayfield 2019) of the initial set of agreed codes and
themes. Once themes were agreed, two of the same members of the team conducted a
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final re-analysis of the data. As a form of member checking (Côté and Turgeon 2005), the
final themes were then agreed with the whole team through peer debriefing and a team
consensus, including the proposed final model discussed later. The results are presented
below with the quotations of participants included alongside the initial findings of the
analysis process to maintain validity and credibility by showing the interpretations of
the data alongside the raw data itself (Patton 2002).

Results

Much existing research has focused on conversations between partners in the same or
local institutions, normally in the same country. This project suggests that when these
conversations happen across different institutions and countries, they can still be signifi-
cant and reinforce and extend more localised conversations. The transnational nature of
collaboration provided new opportunities to develop significant networks and conversa-
tion based around a common interest in teaching and learning, but also, importantly in
making a conversation significant, ‘widening the context from the national to the inter-
national’ (Kiki). It is important to note that we were not attempting to assess the impact
of these conversations on subsequent teaching and learning. Rather, reflecting our
research questions, we wanted to explore what the best circumstances and sites/settings
were to facilitate significant conversations, which challenge thinking about teaching in
HE. As such, the results foreground thoughts on how conversations can help identify,
and make explicit, ideas that had previously been implicit and unspoken.

Localities

A key finding is that the setting of conversations was an important factor in them becom-
ing significant. More specifically, opportunities to visit another HE institution in another
country were fundamental. The opportunity to see both formal and informal spaces and
how they were used, especially by students, was a powerful influence. As Linda explained:

the travelling and the visiting and seeing the different institutions and how they’re set up and
how they work it on a daily basis, the students moving around and that type of thing that’s a
factor for me but it has meant that it has become a significant network.

It was, however, not just the range of places, but the range of different voices, that made
the conversations significant as

you can recognise some expertise as we are all around this virtual table of different expertise
and roles within our universities and it’s good to see how a lot of colleagues can support my
question or how can I start a conversation with a particular person around this table.
(Henric)

This experience, over time, in different localities with different voices, builds relation-
ships and leads to expanding significant networks.

Relationships

It is important, however, that these conversations, in a variety of locations, continue over
time as they ‘kind of build-up on the things that you’ve already been talking about and I
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would mention safety that it’s kind of a non-judgemental mutually supportive sort of
relationship’ (Kiki). As Ffion explained, this becomes

a relationship, I would say a mutually dependent relationship between the affective and the
effective and I think that has to be the case, in order to be effective, we need to be affective
with each other and vice versa.

Ffion further defined an important factor in building both affective and effective relation-
ships is

a sense of humour, we don’t take ourselves too seriously, we get the job done but there’s also
– and I think this is really important in any trusted networks – that there’s a bit of sort of
common understanding, a bit of humour, a bit of light-heartedness.

Strong affective relationships can also strengthen motivation and can make a network
significant as

seeing the enthusiasm and the motivation of colleagues all here present and the way how
they can transfer this motivation and energy to others, makes things more doable and
more realistic and encourages the others. (Olivia)

Thus, developing affective relationships have been identified as particularly crucial, as it
can lead to a mutual motivation, enthusiasm and encouragement across conversations
taking place, as well as a more significant network as a whole. The analysis also revealed
the significance of reciprocity, both in building and consolidating relationships and, ulti-
mately, trust. This was exemplified by Janea who stated that

I think that exchanges are significant when both people have a question,… There has to be a
question on both sides and I think that’s what makes it significant when everyone needs to
get something out of the exchange.

Trust – flat hierarchy

It emerged as important, however, that affective relationships are more easily built
outside of individual institutional hierarchies. A unique feature of a multinational
project was the perceived ‘flat hierarchy’ (Linda) as a result of the fact that

we don’t have any institutional relationships with each other, you know,… there aren’t any
sort of formal hierarchies so the conversations tend to be quite honest and I think it gives
you that confidence to say what I’m doing is okay… and that ability to share with others as
well is important. (Ffion)

Such an environment also allowed the opportunity to develop trust to be

very honest about [your] own practices whether they’re good or bad so, you know, learning
from the failures as well as learning from the successes and it’s related, of course, to trust. If
you don’t trust the people that you’re talking to, you’re not going to be very honest with
them and I think that level of honesty is really important if progress is to be made.

The possibility to have ‘informal conversations with people where you don’t have any-
thing in terms of hierarchy preventing you from saying things’ (Linda) was important
in building trust beyond the official constraints of an institutional hierarchy. It is impor-
tant to note, however, that these opportunities were contextualised by other factors

8 G. BEAUCHAMP ET AL.



discussed already, particularly, the use of humour in formal meetings, and the opportu-
nity to spend time together informally outside of project time allowing trust to be built.

Common goals

Trust was also perceived to be built by working towards ‘common goal’. In the context of
this team, these were provided by the deliverables of the project, which provided a direc-
tion and drive to conversations within the group. This made them significant in terms of
achieving specific objectives, but significance was also identified in terms of teaching,
which can become the spark for significant or meaningful discussion between colleagues.

Getting a job done, be it large or small-scale, within the project or teaching, was also an
important factor as it provides ‘maybe a condition or a driver, in my opinion it’s a sense
of urgency, something that triggers the question, the conversation’ (Henric). This was
qualified, however, by Linda who noted the importance of the ‘idea of timeliness,… so
you have maybe not so much urgency, but for me timeliness’. Nevertheless, urgency
was provided by the shared project deliverables, which were also important in making
conversations significant as:

I think the whole idea of having common goals really helps in creating a significant network,
the common goals are defined in this case by the project but it could be by something else, it
could be by, you know, shared teaching by discipline. (Sharon)

In the context of HE teaching, many common goals relate to delivery to students within a
faculty or department. Our reflections suggest, however, that interdisciplinary conversa-
tions, particularly those across national boundaries, and perhaps require a little bravery,
are important. As Janea explained, within her own university:

One thing that the project has done for me has made me engage more conversations with
more colleagues in different disciplines at the university … it has certainly encouraged me
to step out of the general circuits of colleagues that I see in my own department or in very
closely related departments to talk to people who are in maths or who are in physics or who
are in engineering and different areas.

This was also significant within the project team, as Sara highlighted: ‘I’m talking
about amongst ourselves. It’s come from we’re all in different contexts, different disci-
plines so that’s been enriching’.

Interdisciplinarity – new lenses

The project team worked across many different disciplines, including education, health
and human sciences, applied science and arts, and modern languages and applied linguis-
tics. These interdisciplinary lenses led to conversations which were ‘very useful and very
insightful and allow you to think about things in a slightly different way or taking a
different perspective’ (Ffion). While such conversations may be imposed in a project
context by the choice of partners, it is not just the initial insight gained visiting
another university, in another country, that is important, but the fact that the openness
to such conversations is transferred back to a local context on return to the home
campus. For instance, Sara noted that ‘we’re all in different contexts, different disciplines
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so that’s been enriching’. Another important affordance of these diverse conversations
was the exposure to

a lot of colleagues with different types of expertise and … we don’t have in our institution
people like [name of colleagues]. We don’t get in touch with them really or they just don’t
exist and so it’s really interesting for us to see how other institutions work and what these
specialists bring to higher education and how you can interact with them. (Janea)

Such views suggest that HE lecturers can learn much from looking at their own work
through new lenses by engaging in pedagogic conversations outside of their discipline
in informal contexts.

Informal from formal

The data suggest that valuable informal opportunities are often generated from formal
contexts, both in the lecture room and in staff development. Indeed, the formal settings
were more valued for what happened after them, than during. This was summed up by
Ffion who described how

Very often the more detailed conversations I think tend to happen informally rather than
formally at meetings. So, you know, an issue comes up at a meeting or an incident comes
up at a meeting and then there’s a follow up in terms of a longer conversation with the rel-
evant colleagues over coffee or even, you know, another break-out meeting from that.

Janea supported this idea stating that important conversations were ‘mostly informal … it
doesn’t necessarily happen during meetings but, yeah, at least in our department if you
miss out on the informal times, … you might just miss out on these conversations’. In
addition, to discussing issues arising from formal meetings, Henric explained that this
can be prompted by ‘a personal issue or personal problem because it’s really meaningful
for the person who asks the questions, it happens a lot after workshops or after formal
meetings’. Sharon explained further that ‘I think that sometimes you find them in places
you wouldn’t necessarily expect’. For instance, the ‘water cooler conversations’ (Louise)
in the corridor with a colleague reflecting on what had just transpired in a lecture or dis-
cussing the frustration of a particular staff training event. Such informal conversations also
potentially take place with trusted colleagues (of which more later) and this is significant as
it allows people to have what Ffion labels ‘low stakes conversations’.

In addition to formal meetings leading to significant conversations, formal teaching
sessions could also provide the stimulus for important informal discussions. Sara
suggested that this can be

informally when we come out of class … so when we’ve all seen our group I would say we
come out of class and say oh how did that go? … [and] … it’s quite often in our staff room
at lunchtime or by the photocopier machine, some informal discussions about the teaching
and learning that went on.

Linda followed this by saying that ‘I think the idea that Sara said, of debriefings, that we
will come out of a class and then we sort of say so how did it go?’

The key feature of all of these significant conversations, informal but stimulated by
formal events, was summed up by Sharon’s view that ‘I think everyone has mentioned
things spontaneously arising’. Although many examples were provided which reflected
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this could be summed up as ‘informal in-house’ (Sara), we have already seen that
different localities provide more geographically diverse contexts.

Expanding networks

Janet described how the network of the research team had allowed her to ‘with more col-
leagues in different disciplines at the university … it has certainly encouraged me to step
out of the general circuits of colleagues that I see in my own department or in very closely
related departments’. This is one of the key findings of the research and the importance of
expanding networks and creating further significant networks. It is crucial to developing
teaching practices and challenging existing ideas of effective practice. However, as already
outlined, the dynamics of a significant network and significant conversations, there are a
range of factors can have an impact on just how significant this is. It links back to the role
of trust, confidence and privacy within the context of the conversations (Roxå and Mår-
tensson 2009). These factors are important to the individuals concerned, but must be
placed in the hands of others to allow for significant networks to be built. In the
context of the research team in question, levels of trust were pre-existing from previous
working relationships. However, the foundations of trust and confidence were not in
place and widespread beforehand. Therefore, the conversations and work of the
SHOUT4HE team can be viewed as a significant network that goes beyond the limit-
ations of discipline, department, institution or country. Therefore, it can be argued
that research projects similar to these can be the arenas for significant conversations
and a broadening and expanding of individual networks. As mentioned, the research
team has a range of experience and roles within their respective HEIs (Research Assistant
to Full Professor). This suggests that the use of a common interest, such as a research
project, can break down barriers of hierarchy and ‘titles’ within academia to lead to
fair, engaging and ‘significant’ conversations for all involved.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore what contexts produce opportunities for significant
conversations about teaching in HE and to identify the best conditions, sites and settings
for them to take place to challenge thinking about, and potentially influence change. The
data suggest that a range of factors can have an impact on the significance of the network
and the significant conversations, whether formal or informal, that take place. We will
examine each in turn leading to the development of a model of context and influences
of significant conversations in developing teaching in HE.

Perhaps the most central theme, and potentially impacting on all others, focused on
dimensions of time in many forms.

Time

The first aspect of time is related to time spent in different locations. Previous research
(Becher and Trowler 2001; Roxå andMårtensson 2009) has suggested that teachers prefer
to talk seriously to ‘local’ colleagues. Our data, however, suggest that moving physically
away from local settings and colleagues in the same disciplines can open discursive,
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cross-disciplinary conversations, which lead to them being valued by participants. This
idea of place-responsiveness resonates with the importance of place in other areas of
research, such as children’s outdoor play. Dolan (2016, 53) encapsulates this by explain-
ing that ‘Place is therefore more than a physical environment as it comes to have meaning
through people’s interactions with it. Places and spaces are socially constructed’. While
this could also apply to local places to the participants, we suggest that time spent in
novel settings, with geographic and cultural diversity, can add further significance to net-
works. As Hawkins (2014, 91) explains, when discussing ontologies of place in education,
‘The distinctive nature and features of each place where meaning making occurs shape
what is and can be learned within it’. We, therefore, concur with Fettes and Judson’s
(2010, 123) contention that ‘place is seen as a valuable resource for human development’.

It is not, however, the location on its own that leads to significance. Rather, it is also
the time spent in interactions with others in the network, combined with a flat hierarchy
and growing trust, established through, for instance, reciprocity and humour. This seems
to resonate with Goffman’s (2000) concept of ‘backstage behaviour’, which allows tea-
chers to act within private settings, where they feel comfortable to share and confident
within these familiar surroundings of team members. Another temporal element
which facilitates backstage behaviour is experiencing both formal and informal time
with a group in varied settings. Indeed, it is these informal practices and experiences,
that happen in the day-to-day, that can be the instigator for meaningful and transforma-
tive conversations when placed in formal settings.

In some respects, both locations and participants can be controlled by those taking
part in this type of activity. Our data suggest that another important temporal factor is
timeliness, which is much harder to control. We regard timeliness as the fluctuation in
significance depending on individual. This is best explained by Ffion who stated that

it’s [significance] not always a linear process, so we don’t move from being less significant to
being really significant and keep it at that level of significance. … at different periods of
time in your teaching career this project and these people will be more significant or less
significant depending on what you’re doing within your own context. And I think that’s
really important because it allows for other significant networks that you have also to
come in and out of your professional life.

Sharon also noted that ‘ … this idea you can come in for a little bit, and move out for
another time, so this idea that it’s not linearly getting more intensive’.

Another factor which cannot necessarily be controlled is the serendipity of previously
unknown participants gelling through a process of ‘throwntogetherness’, a haphazard
social and physical propinquity (Pierce, Martin, and Murphy 2011, 58).

Another temporal aspect of developing significant conversations is that time cannot be
compressed as summarised by Sharon:

I think you need a certain amount of time, that’s not compressible. That you need regular
meetings,… but you also need time to process what people are doing, to put it into context
yourself and this is really not compressible I think. You can’t just line up all the hours that
people have spent and push them all together and say we’ll do it in six months, you really
need the longer time to think about it. (Sharon)

Given the centrality of time, it has therefore been placed at the centre of a model of how
to develop significant conversations within HE – Figure 1. This model summarises the
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findings of the research to show relationships between different themes as previously
described separately. It highlights that time spent in different localities helps to build
relationships through a range of formal and informal activities, with a range of
different voices present. If activities take place with a flat hierarchy and allow for
humour and reciprocity, they can develop an atmosphere of trust which facilitates signifi-
cant conversations. These conversations can also result from common goals. These con-
versations can be made more significant by visiting different faculties, across disciplines,
both with and across countries.

Limitations and future research

The research is limited to focusing on the experiences and conversations of one transna-
tional project team within a three-year project, although it did reflect the lived reality of
many years before the pandemic. We acknowledge that the team may have been already
predisposed to conversations about teaching, but suggest this may reflect a wider charac-
teristic of all HE teachers. The data collection was also limited to one virtual focus group
due to the ongoing coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, therefore, further research on a
larger scale would be beneficial to determine the importance of the study’s findings
beyond being isolated incidents in time. More specifically, a future study could explicitly
explore the longevity of such networks to ascertain how they can become embedded in
university practices to ensure significant conversations continue within and between uni-
versities. In addition, further study could seek evidence of the impact of these conversa-
tions upon the quality of teaching, and/or their potential contribution to innovation and
changing practices, which was beyond the scope of the current study.

Conclusions

We conclude that significant conversations are situated and contextualised by time,
location, trust, in formal and informal meetings in cross-disciplinarity teams. Gibbs,
Knapper, and Piccini (2007, 2) suggest that ‘new forums need to be put in place to

Figure 1. Model of the context and influences of significant conversations in developing teaching in
HE.
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build a community of practice about teaching’. The SHOUT4HE Erasmus+ research
project has provided the research team with the opportunity to discuss and connect
through common goals and shared interests. Arguably, the conditions of the project
have allowed for relationships to grow over time and for significant conversations to
take place naturally, both within formal and informal settings, in four different countries.
Therefore, we suggest that transnational, interdisciplinary projects like these have great
potential in developing significant conversations and networks and are worthy of further
research.
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