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Introduction: Inaugural Issue

Elana Spector-Cohen & Rosalie Sitman
Tel Aviv University

Co-Editors, JEPIC

We are thrilled to introduce the inaugural issue of JEPIC, the Journal of English for Purposes

of International Communication. As declared in our mission statement, H-INET was created to

promote professionalization in our field and to strengthen community bonds. From the time H-
INET came into being in 2015, we felt that, together with other vehicles such as conferences and
study days, the establishmentof a journal to which community members could contribute their
research and expertise was imperative. This was neither a speedy nor straightforward process, and
we are grateful to all those who contributed their time, ideas, and expertise to make JEPIC a reality.
We would especially like to thank Debbie Hellerstein, Linda Weinberg, Leor Cohen (General
Editors) and the members of the H-INET Steering Committee, as well as the Editorial Board and

reviewers from Israel and from abroad. This has certainly been an immense community effort.

It was clear to those who were involved in its creation that JEPIC would be a peer-reviewed

journal with high standards in terms of relevance and quality, and that the articles in each issue

would reflect the latest trends and developments in our field. It is our hope that JEPIC will
encourage more active participation in H-INET conferences and spur speakers to conceptualize
their presentations as manuscripts for potential publication. Submissionsto JEPIC are rolling, and
as such, there is no need to wait for a call for papers in order to submit a manuscript. Our hope is
that eventually we will be able to produce two issues per year. Thus we ask our readership to
regularly distribute information about JEPIC to their colleagues, graduate students and mailing
lists, both within Israel and in the academic community at large.


https://h-inet.org/mission-statement/
https://h-inet.org/jepic/jepic-editors/
https://h-inet.org/author-guidelines/
https://h-inet.org/author-guidelines/
https://h-inet.org/author-guidelines/

Spector-Cohen & Sitman

The articles in this inaugural issue reflect areas of research and practice that have been
impacted by recent trends in the field, by the COVID pandemic, and by the Council for Higher
Education in Israel’s (CHE’s) EPIC reform. Topics include internationalization, virtual exchange,
and digital and intercultural competences, which have all been pushed to the forefront by the CHE
reform. Our inaugural issue also includes articles on leadership, a subject which has not received
sufficient research focus in our field; teacher training; and the importance of academic writing and
writing centers, which have gained prominence as an integral part of EPIC. All these articles are
eminently practical, while at the same time grounded in the latest research and theory. We hope
they will inspire others to integrate such practices in their own institutions and also spur and inform
their own research efforts.

Sauro & Spector-Cohen (2023) highlight the fact that even experienced practitioners and
researchers need to be aware of potential pitfalls within their everyday practice; all the more so
when dealing with students and colleagues from diverse cultural backgrounds. They discuss the
notion of langua-technocultural competence (Sauro & Chapelle, 2017), a term which describes
what online users need to know and do to navigate the ever-changing digital spaces that mediate

language and culture in intercultural environments.

Through a discussion of three critical incidents that occurred in a Virtual Exchange project,
they explore in each case how their own pedagogical mentoring to promote langua-technocultural
competence impacted the resolution of the incident with varying degrees of success. Followingin-
depth analyses of these incidents and a laudable process of self-reflection, they put fortha number
of recommendations that will prove helpful to both novice and experienced practitioners of Virtual
Exchange. They conclude that, ultimately, the success of Virtual Exchange projects may hinge on
practitioners’ willingness to step out of their own comfort zones in order to a) identify moments
of conflict and b) to maintain transparent channels of communication in order to guide their

students most effectively through critical incidents that arise in the exchange.

Drawing on their protracted experience at the helm of Tel Aviv University’s Center for
Language Excellence (CLE), Broido & Rubin (2023) describe how Bordin’s Working Alliance
model (1994) can be applied to tutor-writer relationships inthe context of a writing center. Since

the interactions within these environments resemble support relationships in therapeutic-clinical
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domains more than they reflect standard language classroom dynamics, the authors strongly
endorse adopting a caring approach that prioritizes interpersonal engagement and collaboration in

the mentoring process that takes place within a writing center.

A careful analysis of a series of semi-structured interviews with tutors and writers over a two-
year period allows Broido & Rubin to offer a glimpse into the inner workings of CLE’s writing
program. They examine the intricacies and efficacy of tutor-writer experiences through the prism
of the Working Alliance, with emphasis on the impact and implications that the affective personal
bonds forged in the course of these interactions may have on the pedagogical and writing
processes. In view of the fact that this is a pioneer study of the application of the Working Alliance
model to the support situation of a writing center, its findings are of great significance to our field
in general, and especially for the continued creation, administration, and development of academic

writing centers.

Against the background of the acute teacher shortage that we are experiencing worldwide —
also in the field of EFL — Levy’s (2023) article explores the presence of Sense of Coherence in
Teaching Situations (SOCITS) as an inner coping resource among pre-service EFL teachers in
Israel and its impact on their decision to pursue a teaching career. This qualitative research forms
part of a broader PhD project which investigates whether the existence of SOCITS can be a
predictor of pre-service teachers’ eventual choice of a teaching profession upon graduating from

their teacher training programs, or whether they opt for a different occupation.

In the present study, Levy interviewed 24 pre-service EFL teachers who were about to embark
on their third or fourth year of studies at a large teacher training college in Israel. Her findings
regarding the role played by SOCITS and its three components — comprehensibility,
manageability, and meaningfulness —in determining whether EFL graduates ultimately embark on
a teaching career, present insightful implications for teachers’ identity construction and the need

for comprehensive, efficient, and successful teacher training programs.

The COVID pandemic has had a profound impact on institutions of higher education
worldwide, and on the teaching and learning of languages in particular. While the literature is
replete with studies investigating the repercussions of the transition to emergency remote teaching
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on students and lecturers, few studies have focused on the role of department heads in navigating
their staff through the crisis. Amdur & Spector-Cohen (2023) investigate how the department head
of a languages department at a leading university in Israel adapted her leadership to cope with the
ensuing challenges of the first semester of COVID lockdown.

Applying Mutch’s (2015) set of three factors that impact leadership decisions (dispositional,
relational, and situational), the authors analyzed the daily emails sent to staff by the department
head as well as her responses to a set of follow-up questions. Quantitative and qualitative analyses
of both the email messages and the written responses to the questions provide validation for
Mutch’s (2015) three factors. In addition, the authors present fascinating data as well as very
important implications for educational leadership not only during times of crisis, but also in the

day-to-day functioning of a department.

Aimed at developing students' linguistic and intercultural communicative competence, VE
programs typically involve cross-border collaboration between students from different countries.
Very few such exchanges provide learning experiences designed to enhance relations and foster
reciprocal cultural knowledge among communities of diverse cultural heritages who are not likely
to engage with one another yet inhabit the same geographical area or coexist within the same
national context. For this reason, Hellerstein, Leitner, Hamarshi and Taha's (2023) exploratory
study of a VE initiative between students in two teacher training colleges in Israel — one with a
predominantly Arab population and the other with a predominantly Jewish population — is a
welcome inclusion that broadens the scope of this introductory volume, and also adds to the scant
existing literature on the benefits and pitfalls of intranational cultural exchanges, particularly
within the context of complex demographic and socio-political realities.

Applying a mixed-methods design but framed mainly within a qualitative research paradigm,
Hellerstein et al. (2023) explore to what extent the academic space of a structured VE English
discussion program provided an environment that facilitated meaningful and constructive
collaborative interactions and promoted intercultural communicative competence among seven
mixed Arab-Jewish groups (a total of 73 students) who, while sharing the same country borders,
have limited opportunities for valuable and extensive face-to-face encounters in higher education

in Israel. Thematic content analysis of the 16 recorded sessions and the feedback surveys about

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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the participants' satisfaction with the program yielded distinct learning outcomes regarding the
potential of intranational virtual exchanges to impact students' perception and understanding of
cultural differences, as well as their ability to communicate effectively across cultures, for
authentic purposes, in the lingua franca of the target language, with far-reaching implications for

navigating identity politics and resolving conflict.

It is our sincere wish that you will enjoy reading these articles and come away feeling enriched
and empowered by the shared experiences of colleagues from the thriving academic community
that is H-INET. As you can see, JEPIC’s inaugural issue boasts contributions from a broad range
of professionals from graduate students to more experienced practitioners — exemplifying
qualitative and quantitative research in awide variety of areas that are particularly relevant to EPIC
and which are currently trending within our academic field: internationalization, collaborative
pedagogy, and technological innovation; tutor mentoring and writing centers; affective psychology
and EFL teacher training; and academic leadership in times of crisis. Surely you now feel
motivated and inspired to share your research or practical experience by submitting a contribution

to our next issue. We certainly hope so!
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Abstract

In this paper, we explore the degree to which pedagogical mentoring during a three-country
virtual exchange supported the development of langua-technocultural competence among
participants during the virtual exchange. To do so, we examine three incidents which resulted in

varying degrees of success following pedagogical mentoring.

We conclude that a sole focus on developing langua-technocultural competence during
pedagogical mentoring, while helpful in some situations, was not sufficientin dealing with every
critical incident. The reasons for this include an overarching emphasis on cognitive processes and
insufficient time and focus on the development of emotional empathy. In addition, several features
of virtual exchange may hinder the development of true empathy including the tasks students are
required to complete as well as an insistence on a neutral facilitator role for the VE practitioners,
which does acknowledge that they themselves are products of the social, political and historical

forces that shape their own contexts.

Keywords: virtual exchange, telecollaboration, critical incidents, pedagogical mentoring

Corresponding author: Shannon Sauro, Educational Linguistics, University of Maryland, Baltimore County, USA,
ssauro@umbc.edu

This is an Open Access which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.



mailto:ssauro@umbc.edu

Sauro & Spector-Cohen

Introduction

Virtual Exchange (VE), also known as Telecollaboration or Collaborative Online
International Learning (COIL), can be defined as “the sustained engagement of groups of learners
in online intercultural interaction and collaboration projects with partners from other cultural
contexts or geographical locations as an integrated part of their educational programmes”
(O’Dowd, et al, 2020, pp. 146-147). As a pedagogical practice intended to support the development
of key skillsamong university students, VE has been the object of both small scale and large scale
studies. Within language related disciplines, this has included not only the development of target
language skills and knowledge (Lee & Sauro, 2021) but also the development of intercultural
competence, or the skills and attitudes needed to communicate effectively and appropriately with
others from different cultures (Deardorff, 2006). The inherently online nature of VE, which
requires the use of different communication technologies, has also made it a rich site for the
development of the digital skills necessary to communicate and collaborate interculturally (e.g.,
The EVALUATE Group, 2019; EVOLVE Project Team, 2020). This merging of technology,
culture and language to bring together students from different cultures and contexts therefore calls
upon the development of langua-technocultural competence to negotiate the critical incidents that

will inherently arise.
Langua-Technocultural Competence and Virtual Exchange

Langua-technocultural competence (Sauro & Chapelle, 2017) encompasses the abilities
and knowledge digital users must develop to successfully negotiate the complex and continually
shifting ways that digital technologies mediate the linguistic and cultural competence required in
online intercultural environments. The term itself incorporates the concept of languaculture, which
recognizes the inseparability of language and culture in the study of foreign languages (Chun,
2017) while also recognizing the influence both language and cultural norms play on how and
which digital tools and communication technologies are used in different situations. The term also
encompasses the reciprocal influence of the technology itself, through the affordances (e.g., the
280-character limit for a Tweet) or rules and terms governing a digital platform or tool (e.g.
Twitter's prohibition against impersonating others for the purpose of deception), on the language

and practices of users.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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Pedagogical Mentoring During Virtual Exchange

An example of the importance of this multi-pronged skillset in online communication is
reported in Sauro and Sundmark (2019) who explored the choices made by a class of university
students of English who were required to write and publish online fanfiction, a form of
transformative storytelling. Students who chose to publish their story in a popular fanfiction
archive carefully incorporated tags, ratings, warnings and summaries as allowed and encouraged
by the archive platform with the hope of drawing engagement and even comments from online
fans. They were, however, unsuccessful. After reflection and a careful reading of other similar
fanfiction that did elicit engagement, the students came to the realization that despite employing
the affordances of the platform optimally and ensuring their English matched that of other
fanfiction and the source text, they had not written a story that was sufficiently imaginative or
fantasy-fulfilling to match the expectations of fans. In this instance, while appearing to have
successfully applied the language and technology components of langua-technocultural
competence, they had not sufficiently understood or met the norms for fantasy storytelling held by

this online community to gain engagement and interaction.

In the context of VE, langua-technocultural competence can be called upon as a result of
not only the different digital tools used for communication and collaboration but also due to the
different habits, language norms, and values associated with these technologies in the different
partner classes. This might include, for instance, something as simple as different norms for having
cameras on or off during recorded video calls and the corresponding problem-solving that will be
called upon to mediate comprehension, confusion or even conflict (e.g. enabling subtitling of
conversations, relying on simultaneous texting using emojis to convey enthusiasm and interest

when faces are not visible.)

However, participating in VE does not in itself ensure positive learning outcomes,
including students’ development of langua-technocultural competence, nor does it guarantee
meaningful interaction with others (Kramsch, 2014). Lawrence and Spector-Cohen (2018) stress
the complexity of VE and the necessity to actively explore and work through critical incidents,

rich points and the assumptions that are held by both participants and teachers. Likewise, as
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illustrated in O'Dowd et al. (2020), teachers! can facilitate students' development of langua-
technocultural competence through pedagogical mentoring, particularly in response to critical
incidents that regularly arise during VE. They define pedagogical mentoring as “the strategies and
techniques that teachers use in their classes to support students’ learning during virtual exchange
projects” (p. 147). Furthermore, they point out that pedagogical mentoring can take place before
the VE begins by, for example, raising awareness of effective online communication strategies; by
leading and modeling online interactions during the exchange; and by examining critical incidents

through integration of participants’ online interactions into class work and discussion.
Critical Incidents

One of the well-described characteristics of VE is the opportunity for learning to arise in
response to confusion or misunderstandings that come about due to the different culturally situated
norms of students in the different partner classes. In intercultural learning, such ascenario has been
referredto as a critical incident, defined as "a communication situation, which the participants (or
one participant) consider as problematic and confusing, even amusing. Critical incidents are
occasions that stay in mind" (Working Group, University of Jyvaskyld, 2013). Accordingly,
critical incidents can serve as tools or opportunities for supporting awareness, understanding and
even acceptance of attitudes, behaviors and interactional norms and have a rich history as an

educational tool to support cross-cultural competence (Apedaile & Schill, 2008).

An example of this can be seen in O'Dowd et al. (2020) who explore a critical incident in
a VE which took the form of a multilayered misunderstanding and conflict that was exacerbated
by the particular communication technology being used and by one group of students’ misreading
of the intended meaning of another group of students at a different university. With the support of
the course instructors who provided pedagogical mentoring, the students were able to identify the
misunderstanding and strategize ways to understand each other's positions and repair the
communication. Through this process, they came to appreciate not only the limitations of certain
digital technologies for communication and collaboration but also developed an awareness of

differentways of expressing themselves in English to support understanding and reduce conflict.

! Throughout this paper, we use teacher, facilitator, instructor and practitioner interchangeably to reflect the
different formats and structures of VEs that exist and the role ascribed to the people who design and lead them.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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Pedagogical Mentoring During Virtual Exchange

While this example illustrates a successful learning outcome arising froma critical incident due in
part to the pedagogical mentoring of the VE instructors, not all pedagogically mentored responses
to critical incidents are equally successful in supporting empathy, awareness and intercultural

understanding or acceptance.

The goal of this study is to therefore examine different instances of pedagogical mentoring
in response to critical incidents from a single VE that culminated in varied levels of success in

order to understand what might have led to these more and less successful outcomes.
Methods
Context and Participants

This study was carried out in the context of a three-country teacher education VE
partnership among language teacher training classes in Israel, Spain, and Sweden. The partnership
was conducted in English over six weeks. The levels of English language proficiency for most
participants ranged from B2 to C2 on the CEFR scale. The VE also included a few participantsin

each context whose first language happened to be English.

Students were organized into six transnational teams of six to nine students, consisting of
two to three members from each of the partner classes. In total 63 students participated in the VE,
and the data reported in this study were generated by the 43 students who consented to sharing
their data for research: four students from Israel, 31 students from Spain, and eight students from

Sweden.

This exchange was also part of two concurrent European projects or programs that were
investigating the use of VE: the EVOLVE project (Evidence-Validated Online Learning through
Virtual Exchange) which aimed to assess learning outcomes that resulted from VE across a range
of disciplines in higher education, and Erasmus+ Virtual Exchange, a program focused on using
VE to bring together young people in Europe and the Southern Mediterranean to foster
intercultural understanding in both formal and informal educational contexts. Accordingly, this
VE incorporated both pre- and post-VE questionnaires for students to evaluate their expectations
and learning as well as facilitated discussions, a small group video-conference discussion
facilitated by a trained facilitator who was not one of the three teachers on a topic selected by the

three partner teachers (empathy). As a result of participating in these projects/programs, students

13 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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were aware of the significance of VE and their particular partnership for research and social

purposes.
Tasks and Technologies for Interaction

As part of this VE, the six transnational groups completed a sequence of three tasks
developed as part of involvement in a prior project (The EVALUATE Group, 2019) which first
asked students to get to know each other and decide on group norms (Task 1), then guided them
to compare and synthesize perspective on the use of technology for language teaching (Task 2),
and finally required that they collaborate on the development of teaching materials that could be
used in all three partners' teaching contexts. Building upon a prior partnership following a similar
task sequence (see O'Dowd et al., 2020), all transnational teams were provided with access to a
Moodle site and its discussion forums for submitting the outcome of each task but were also
encouraged to identify both synchronous and asynchronous digital tools that each group could use
to collaborate and develop their final answers for each task. Technologies varied across these six
groups with all six using Google docs, to support collaborative writing, with two groups relying
on email to update one another and four groups using the chat application WhatsApp for more
immediate interaction. In addition, groups also selected a free video-conferencing tool (either

ZOOM or Slack) to facilitate at least one synchronous meeting of all group members.
Data, Coding and Analysis

Data for this study consisted of two main types: from the instructors, this included
analytical memos and emails which were collated in response to critical incidents students brought
to the instructors. These were compiled chronologically into Google documents based on each
critical incident. From the students, this consisted of emails, discussion forum posts and entriesin
reflective portfolios that referenced the focal critical incidents. These entries included not only
students' reflections but also screen grabs of planning and interaction between the groups that

inspired or occurred during the critical incidents identified by the students.
Results and Discussion

We explore the varying degrees of success and levels of awareness arising in response to
pedagogical mentoring through three vignettes, each tied to a separate critical incident.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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Vignette 1: The Tale of the Kiss Emoji

The first critical incident occurred in transnational group 4, which, according to its
members, was quite a friendly group with pleasant interaction; no conflicts or negative emotions
were reported by its members throughout the VE. Their main challenge, according to some of the
participants, was making sure that tasks were completed on time, but they were getting better at
this as they progressed.

The friendliness among members of the group was marked by generous use of emojis on
WhatsApp as well. Following a report in class of a rather humorous critical incident involving an

emoji, the instructor of the Swedish group sent an email to her colleagues:

One evening, a [Spanish] member of one of the other classes closed out an interaction with
one of my students on whatsapp with a kiss emoji. Suddenly my student was stressed because she
was faced with a difficult dilemma. Did she have to kiss her back? My student says she only sends
kisses to close friends, but this was a group member and this whatsapp chat was more professional.
However, if she didn't send a kiss back, what other emoji could she send? A basic smiley? What if
that made her group member sad to get justa basic smiley in response to a kiss? My student didn't
want to make anyone sad, so she sent a kiss emoji back, put down her phone, and left the room
because she couldn't handle seeing what her group member sent back. In the end, it turned out
okay, no more stressful emojis, but this encounter left an impression on my student. (Email,

instructor of Swedish group).

In hisresponse to the email, the instructor from Spain pointed out that: “Spanish kiss on WhatsApp

all the time. It comes from “un beso” which is a common way of saying goodbye."

The instructors then discussed this amusing critical incident with their respective classes.
They stressed that the kiss emoji is an example of how technology practice is a reflection of
linguistic and cultural norms that vary from society to society. Specifically, the kiss emoji is tied
to the visual representation of goodbye in Spanish, whereas in other cultures it may be perceived
as, for example, a romantic or intimate gesture. The humorous yet insightful nature of this critical
incident was mirrored in a Swedish student’s comment at the end of the class discussion: "l only
kiss after the third task!"

15 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
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As seen through class discussion and the students’ portfolios, this critical incident was
resolved successfully. The focus on developing the students’ langua-technocultural competence
had enabled them to understand the different culturally-situated uses of emojis in digital spaces.
In fact, as a result of the incident, the partner instructors themselves increased the use of emojis
with each other in their own WhatsApp correspondence, acknowledging that they too had
developed awareness of the (often fun and amusing) role that emojis can play in digital

communication.
Vignette 2: What’s with all the Code Switching?

The second critical incident began to unfurl during a class discussion in the Swedish class.
Students in two of the transnational groups described confusing situations that occurred when their
respective transnational groups met via Zoom for a synchronous meeting. In the firstincident, one
of the students from Israel, a native Arabic speaker, was late for the meeting. When he joined the
Zoom session (apparently when walking through a shopping mall), his classmate from Israel, also
a native speaker of Arabic, filled him in on what he had missed in Arabic, as the other participants
listened in. In another group, students from Spain were sharing a computer during their Zoom
session and from time to time chatted among themselves in Spanish, again in front of their
transnational partners. These two incidents of code switching were perceived as quite rude by the
Swedish students, and in an email to her colleagues the instructor from Sweden wrote, "This led
to a conversation about language norms...I asked if they had considered that things might be

differentin Spain or Israel or the other countries students are from."

The Swedish instructor’s message led to an email discussion among the three instructors.
The instructor from Spain pointed out that: “7There isn’t much code switching in Leon at all. People
are very Spanish in the sense that they use Spanish all the time. There is very little use of English
here on a day to day basis.” The Israeli instructor went on to explain that since Israel is a
multicultural, multilingual country, it is not unusual to hear a variety of languages spoken in public
spaces. She went on to note that in most cases codeswitching is tolerated (and even encouraged,
for example for language maintenance) and “it’s just not an issue to hear different languages

around you."

The instructors decided to hold a pedagogical mentoring session in their respective classes

on the topic of langua-technocultural competence and cultural differences in code switching. They

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
16



Pedagogical Mentoring During Virtual Exchange

stressed that different cultural norms exist for code switching and using additional languages, and
that these norms mediate languages used in technology and virtual spaces. In their discussions, the
instructors tried to elicit possible explanations for the use of code switching to promote greater
understanding and empathy among their students. For example, the two Arabic-speakers might
have decided to code switch in the interest of saving time for the entire group, since it was the
most efficient and quick way of bringing the late student up to par. In addition, the two students
might have been embarrassed to use English for this purpose in front of the other participants.
Furthermore, the latecomer might have been in a shopping mall because he had connectivity issues
at home. The instance of Spanish students sharing computers for synchronous work exposed the
other participants to another culture’s socially situated practices of code switching (speaking
Spanish among themselves but English among others). In other words, people were just doing

“what’s normal” for them.

The instructors reported satisfaction with their sessions, and felt that through spirited and
open discussion, their students gained new insights. They were optimistic that this newfound

awareness would result in increased empathy for such behaviors in the future.

However, on closer inspection after the VE was over, the mentoring sessions may have
raised awareness regarding cultural practices, but did not develop empathy and acceptance on the

part of some of their students, as seen through the following portfolio excerpts:

“...there was a moment in which ... [the two Arabic-speaking students inthe Israeli group]
started to talk in their own language during a few minutes. We did not want to be rude and tell
them to change to English, but maybe we should have done it in a polite way.” (portfolio, student
from group 2 from Spain)

“...They also spoke to each other in Spanish quite a few times during the call, which frankly
seemed unnecessary since they all know English, and it is a little bit rude since we could all hear
them speaking but were unable to understand them.” (portfolio, student from group 7 from

Sweden)

Upon further reflection, perhaps the expectation that students would show increased
empathy and understanding after one pedagogical mentoring session was unrealistic. Empathy is

a multidimensional construct, involving both cognitive and emotional processes. According to
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Martingano and Konrath (2022), cognitive empathy involves “understanding others’ thoughts and
feelings without necessarily reacting emotionally” (p. 144), while emotional empathy relates to
“experiencing emotions in response to others’ emotional experiences or expressions” (p. 144).
Whether intentional or not, the pedagogical mentoring that took place during this critical incident
might have been focused less on developing empathy and more on a ‘teaching moment’, i.e. on
rationality: “a tendency to make slower, elaborated, and cognition-based decisions” and “which
operates at a conscious level and is intentional, [and] analytical” (Wang et al., 2017). The
relationship between empathy and rationality has been debated in the literature and is beyond the
scope of this paper, but in a recent meta-analysis examining this issue, Martingano and Konrath
(2022) found tentative support for dual-process models of empathy, which stipulate that cognitive
empathy involves more rational processes than emotional empathy. Therefore, one could
hypothesize that there would be a positive relationship between cognitive empathy and rational
thinking, but either no or even a negative association between emotional empathy and rational

thinking.

Perhaps this more rational approach to pedagogical mentoring involving a one-time
discussionor ‘teaching moment’ did not give the participants enough time and experience to fully
develop empathy. This is especially true regarding emotional empathy, which can be subdivided
into components that vary in the degree of orientation to the self: empathic concern, emotion

contagion, and personal distress (Martingano and Konrath, 2022):

“Empathic concern is focused on other people’s experiences, whereas personal distress
captures a propensity to have self-focused emotional reactions. Emotional contagion is equally
focused on the self and the other, namely, it involves a sense of emotional fusion or mirroring of
others’ emotions. Self-report measures of empathic concern and personal distress are generally
negatively correlated (Davis, 1983), and have different relationships with prosocial behavior
(Eisenberg et al., 1989)” (p. 144).

In hindsight, it appears that some of the comments in the student portfolios focused more
on their own reactions (personal distress) than on their partners’ experiences (empathic concern).
Therefore, in line with the dual-process models of empathy, the pedagogical mentoring, with its
emphasis on rational ‘teaching’, may have been somewhat successful in promoting cognitive

empathy but much less so regarding emotional empathy.
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Furthermore, it could be that the task design of the VE, which focused more on action-
oriented pedagogical tasks than on intercultural reflexivity, was a contributing factor for the lack
of empathy seen in some of the comments in the student portfolios. The pedagogical mentoring
took place in the participants’ respective classrooms, but the project did not give them space to
reflect together with their partners once they had completed the task in which the critical incident
occurred. Indeed, Reljanovic Glimang (2022) proposes that VE task design should focus on “social
change through action-oriented tasks but where critical and dialogic reflection after the completion

of a pedagogical task is the salient part” (p. 61).

Taking the above-mentioned issues together, this could explain why pedagogical
mentoring had moderate success at best for this particular critical incident.

Vignette 3: All Aboard the Hot Mess Express

The third critical incident, which the instructors have come to refer to as the Hot Mess
Express is an example where pedagogical mentoring, despite alleviating a surface-level problem,
failed to address larger underlying issues that were at the root of the actual conflictand which only
became clear after the conclusion of the VE, when the instructors compared insights gleaned from
their respective students’ portfolios. We share this failed critical incident here as an example of
ways in which pedagogical mentoring can fail to support increased understanding, collaboration
and learning among students, discuss possible explanations for this failure and conclude with

guidelines for how teachers can head off such potential failed critical incidents in their own VEs.

The instructors were first made aware of this critical incident through a student email

complaining of the behavior of one of the members of group 1 from Israel.

"1 wake up everysingle day, since Saturday, to find | have received one or two emails from
her, and | receive more emails as each day goes by. | feel like she has been putting too much
pressure on me: first, because of her insistence over cell numbers, and second, because she has
been treating me as if | was the responsible for the Spanish group 1, and she has been saying that
we have left the Israeli group out of the activities, that we do not want to count with them to do the
tasks, and that have made me feel really bad.” (Extract from email, student from group 1 from

Spain)
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Follow-up correspondence with other students in the group from Spain and Sweden
confirmed this tension around the type of technology to use (i.e. WhatsApp or Facebook) for more
instant communication than was supported by the Moodle platform. While the students in Israel
favored using WhatsApp, a tool that required sharing phone numbers, the students in Spain
preferred using Facebook, which did not require sharing phone numbers but which did bring work
into a more personal online environment which the students from Israel did not feel comfortable
with. Of particular concern to the three instructors was the fact that this tension over technology
seemed to be leading to a divide between the students from Israel and those from Spain and
Sweden, the latter of which had already formed a Facebook group. The instructor of the Swedish
class counseled one of her students to reset the conversation with a frank post to the Moodle
discussion board to clear the air and elicit suggestions for alternate communication tools that

students from all three classes felt equally comfortable using:

"From what I've gathered, members from Sweden and Spain are opposed to using
What'sApp because they dislike the idea of sharing their cellphone number.... Naturally, I also
understand that the members from Israel are opposed to using Facebook, due to Facebook being
a personal social platform, etc, which is completely understandable. However, what | do, and | do
so strongly, oppose myself to, is this tug-of-war, instead of actually trying to find a

solutiontogether. ™ (Discussion forum post, student from Group 1 from Sweden)

The post elicited positive responses from many members of the group, including the
eventually agreed upon alternate communication tool, Slack. The critical incident stemming from
tensions around what technology to use thus appeared to have resultedin a productive resolution,
or so the instructors believed.

However, indication that all was not resolved through this digital solution was found in the
final task (a collaborative lesson plan activity), which this particular group struggled to develop.
Student portfolios submitted at the end of the course revealed that Group 1 had continued to
struggle with collaboration, leaving many with a negative perception not only of other members

of their group but also of the potential for VE to be a meaningful learning experience:

"From these experiences, I've also learnt that telecollaboration might be far too
demanding to be justified. The practical aspects of a telecollaboration, at least in our case, might

be somewhat unrealistic for it to result in a truly meaningful learning experience. There was simply
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too much frustration on many ends, that took away focus from what was important.” (Portfolio,

Student from Group 1 Sweden)

While the pedagogical mentoring of the critical incidents with the kiss emoji and questions
around code-switching resulted in new knowledge or deeper awareness of differencesamong the
participants in the VE, pedagogical mentoring around this third critical incident resulted in the

opposite.
Where Pedagogical Mentoring Went Wrong

The portfolios from Group 1 revealed that despite what the instructors had believed to be
successful pedagogical mentoring had in fact failed. Only after the end of term and when the three
instructors could compare portfolios did the extent and cause of this failure become evident.
Analysis revealed three causes: (1) lack of information on the true origin of the conflict, (2) an
overemphasis on technology as the solution, which avoided the examination of broader socio-
political issues, and (3) overconfidence in the effectiveness of a single mentoring session to result

in profound change.
Lack of Informationon the True Origin of the Conflict

The initial email in the chain of events outlined above led the instructorsto conclude that
the origin of the conflict lay in the selection of the digital tool. It was only after the term had ended
and when the instructors were able to share and compare portfolio responses from all their students,
that more details emerged regarding the actual source of the tensionsin Group 1, which preceded
this.

Specifically, the initial conflict stemmed from a scheduling decision taken by members of
the group which resulted in a planning meeting in which no members of the group from Israel were
able to attend. This came to the attention of the instructors because as part of their portfolios,
students were encouraged to include screen captures of text chat interactions or other planning.
Figure 1 depicts a screen capture of the Doodle poll used to schedule the first planning meeting
for Group 1. Although names have been excluded, the first three lines were the votes of the students
in Israel. The date chosen to meet was November 24. Therefore, there was a conscious decision to
exclude members of the Israeli group.
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Figure 1: Screen capture of the Doodle poll used to schedule the first meeting of Group 1, included

in a portfolio from a student from Group 1 from Spain

22 23 23 24

The portfolio responses from a student from Israel revealed that this decision led to a

feeling of being excluded and left out among the students from Tel Aviv University.

"Our group felt left out and excluded. The other 2 groups chose a time and proceeded to
meet without waiting to hear if we could meet them. It would have been understandable if one or
two of us couldn't make the zoom call. However, they all spoke and set a time, not caring if we

were part of the discussion or not." (Portfolio, student from Group 1 from Israel)
Offering Technological Solutions to Socio-Political Problems

Where did pedagogical mentoring go wrong? Firstly, it was clear in hindsight that
important information regarding the origin of the conflict was missing during the critical incident.
Therefore, the instructors over-emphasized the technological aspect of the incident, directing
students to understand and negotiate the different culturally-mediated digital practices of the
respective members. Once the group members understood the marked differences in preferred
technologies used ineach country and found an alternative platform, Slack, the instructors believed

that the issue had been resolved and that the group could move forward.

But was the lack of information regarding the origin of the incident the only cause of the
failure of pedagogical mentoring? On closer inspection of the student email that alerted the
instructors to a critical incident in group 1, the issue was not only of a technological nature: “...she
has been saying that we have left the Israeli group out of the activities, that we do not want to
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count with them to do the tasks, and that have made me feel really bad." Unfortunately, the
instructors (un)consciously chose to downplay the fact that the Israeli group perceived that they
had been excluded. Upon critical reflection, the instructors realized that their own assumptions,
values and experiences had influenced their approach to mediating the conflict. For example, there
was a real fear or uncertainty as to how to introduce broader socio-political issues that may have
mediated the responses of different group members. The instructor from Israel, having experienced
prejudice and exclusion herself in international contexts, including in VE, chose, perhaps in part
due to wishful thinking, to downplay the assumption that her students were being excluded
deliberately. This desire to look for other sources of conflict was further augmented by the limited
familiarity and experience of the instructor from Sweden regarding deliberate exclusion and

prejudices that could arise during international collaborations, and how to mediate them.
Overconfidence in the Effectiveness of a Single Pedagogical Mentoring Session

The nature of the critical incident required not only pedagogical mentoring to develop
langua-technocultural competence, but also a form of conflict mediation. According to Bush and
Folger’s (1994) approach to conflict resolution, there are four notions of mediation. The aim of
the first, the satisfaction story, is to try to resolve conflict by engaging the participants in problem-
solving activities. The second, called the transformation story, focuses on developing empathy and
the capacity for making decisions, while the social justice story sees mediation as a way to
overcome societal oppression. Finally, the oppression story considers that conflict resolution may
in fact be an instrument used to perpetuate inequalities. They further claim that an over-reliance

on the satisfaction story can thwart true “tension and debate” (Hansen, 2008, p. 411).

The rather neutral and problem-solving approach to pedagogical mentoring taken by the
instructors seemed to align with Bush and Folger’s (1994) satisfaction story. However, taking on
the role of a ‘neutral’ facilitator may be at times not only counterproductive, but unrealistic, as VE
practitioners themselves (as well as the participants) are products of the social, political and
historical forces that shape their own contexts, including those that are not immediately
transparent. This is in line with Freire’s (1997) concept of critical pedagogy and Hauck and Helm’s
(2020) call to create “a dialogic brave space” which enables participants to recognize differences
and examine “uncomfortable issues linked to power, privilege, and inequality” (Reljanovic

Glimang, 2022, p. 72). When engaging in pedagogical mentoring, facilitators must critically reflect
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on their own assumptions, values and experiences with oppression and engage in honest dialogue
with their partner practitioners. This ties in with Reljanovic Gliméang’s (2022) call to design VE
tasks where the primary focus is creating a third space for critical reflection once the task has been
completed. In this way, mediation would also involve focusing on developing empathy and the
capacity for making decisions (the transformation story), as well as efforts to overcome societal

conflictand oppression (social justice story).
Conclusion

We conclude that a sole focus on developing langua-technocultural competence during
pedagogical mentoring may not be sufficient indealing with every critical incident. This is in part
because this approach, which seems to focus more on cognitive processes (i.e., ‘teaching
opportunities’), may not provide participants with the critical time and experience needed to
develop emotional empathy, particularly of the type that relates to the experiences of others. In
addition, task design that “foregrounds critical intercultural reflexivity” by allowing for discussion
after the action-oriented task has been completed might have attained better results (Reljanovic
Gliméng, 2022, p. 78). Finally, taking on the role of a ‘neutral’ facilitator may at times be
counterproductive, as VE practitioners are themselves products of the social, political and
historical forces that shape their own contexts. When engaging in pedagogical mentoring,
facilitators must critically reflect on their own assumptions, values and experiences with

oppression and engage in honest dialogue with their partner practitioners.

We recommend therefore that when engaging in pedagogical mentoring during VE,

teachers and practitioners do the following:

1. Pay greater attention to how they can promote not only their students' langua-

technocultural competence but their own as well.

2. Design tasks that foreground critical intercultural reflexivity by allowing for discussion
after each action-oriented task has been completed. In this way, issues that otherwise might

not be immediately transparent can be dealt with as they unfold.

3. Instead of having students submit a final portfolio at the end of the VE, have them submit
relevant sections throughout.
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4. Push through their own reticence to delve into the moments of greatest conflict that may

arise. While there is a clear need for understanding and agreement for the purpose of
collaboration, the urgency to compromise for the purpose of completing atask can interfere
with addressing deeper underlying issues that may eventually lead to a disappointing or
even demoralizing experience for students. We argue, therefore, that pedagogical
mentoring should incorporate strategies for conflict resolution.

Recognize that self-awareness, learning and langua-technocultural competence may
emerge well after the partnership has ended and when distance is achieved. On an
optimistic note, months afterthis VE ended, several students in the third vignette reassessed
their experience in the VE as being tough and stressful at the time but one of the more

valuable learning experiences they had during their entire teacher education program.

Finally, we echo Brown (2021) who asks us to rethink empathy: "Rather than walking in
your shoes, | need to learn how to listen to the story you tell about what it's like in your
shoes and believe you even when it doesn't match my experiences” (p. 123). VE facilitators
should be brave and willing to have difficult discussions with their partner teachers when
one suspects the potential source of conflict may stem from prejudice, bigotry, racism,
sexism, homophobia or other discriminatory practices, particularly when the teachers have
been on the receiving end of such experiences. Partner teachers should be preparedto listen
and trust in the experiences and observations of their colleagues, even when it may not

match their own perspective.
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Abstract

In a writing center, the relationship between writers and tutors is crucial to creating the
necessary connection and trust for the work to be effective. We propose framing the writer-tutor
relationship as a Working Alliance, which according to Larose et al. (2010) is "likely to facilitate
interpersonal engagement and collaboration” and is composed of three key elements: (1) bonding,
(2) goals, and (3) tasks. To examine whether this model can be applied to writing center
relationships, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 24 writers and seven tutors
in our university writing center. The results revealed that all three components must be present for
the interactionto be effective. Additionally, we found that this framework can serve not only as a
diagnostic tool for understanding the dynamics of the relationship and for early detection of

potential problems, but also as a powerful pedagogical tool for training prospective tutors.
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A Working Alliance: Framing the Tutor-Writer Relationship

Introduction

The writing center tutor-writer relationship is a delicate one. On the one hand, in a short
time, the tutor must establish rapport, analyze a writing sample, and provide the writer with
guidance for becoming a better, independent, and more proficient writer. On the other hand, the
writer has to trust the tutor, internalize the advice, and implement changes. What makes this
possible? How can this process be managed for it to be most effective? These questions guided

our investigation.

The writing center tutor’s role is unlike that of a language teacher. The tutor-writer
relationship is less hierarchical than that of a teacher-student relationship. In addition, a tutor
normally meets the writer individually, which creates an intimate atmosphere conducive to a close
interpersonal relationship that is not always possible in a classroom situation. The tutor needs a
caring approach and should “exhibit compassion, knowledge, and concern” (Pistone, 2010, p. 11).
This approach fosters the relationship and creates the trust necessary for the writer’s writing
development and growth, a depth of care that might sometimes be beyond the scope of a classroom
teacher.

This caring approach is reminiscent of the role of a therapist who should also exhibit
compassion, knowledge, and concern for the client, to foster a helping relationship that allows
thriving. As in any tutoring situation, the writer-tutor relationship mirrors a psychotherapeutic
relationship in that it is one-sided and mainly designed for the writer’s benefit (Murphy, 1989).
The focus of these meetings includes individual writers, their needs, their anxieties about writing,
and their hopes for the future. This type of caring relationship is usually termed the Working
Alliance in the therapeutic clinical domain. Bordin (1994) explains that the Working Alliance
focuses on the process of change and is defined as a function of three basic parameters likely to

facilitate interpersonal engagement and collaboration:
1) arespectful and friendly bond between helpers and helpees (i.e., Bonds);

2) an agreementon the goals or outcomes of the support relationship (i.e., Agreement
on Goals); and
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3) an agreement on the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals
(i.e., Tasks).

In Bordin’s words, “the working alliance between the person who seeks change and the
one who offers to be a change agent is one of the keys, if not the key, to the change process”
(Bordin, 1979, p. 252). Indeed, research has consistently found the Working Alliance to be a
relatively strong predictor of change (Hanson, Curry, & Bandalos, 2002).

Bordin (1994) suggests that the Working Alliance model can be applied to any support
situation. It has been studied in the context of diverse therapeutic settings, for example in art
therapy (Bat Or & Zilcha-Mano, 2019), and in non-therapeutic settings such as medical school
resident training (Fuerteset al., 2019). However, it has, to our knowledge, never been applied and

studied in the context of the writing center.

The writing center is a support situation where writers come to seek feedback on their
writing at any point in their process. Writing centers help writers improve their writing, knowledge
of disciplinary conventions, and confidence (University of Washington Tacoma, n.d.). The writers
in our center at Tel Aviv University’s Division of Languages, called CLE (Center for Language
Excellence), work with a tutor for either one session or, more commonly, for a series of meetings.
The tutors are normally instructors in our department at the university, but they may also be peer
tutors. The writer either chooses or is assigned a tutor based on availability, or on disciplinary

fields as some tutors are more experienced in certain disciplines.
The Working Alliance in the writing center can be described in the following manner:

1) Having a respectful and friendly bond between tutor and writer is the basic emotional
cornerstone in the creation of a relationship of trust between them. This bond will deepen
if the two parties continue to meet, creating a stronger commitment to the work done

together and to the relationship.

2) The agreement on goals and outcomes is important to guide the work together. Writers
should be encouraged to come to the center with clear goals in mind. These goals can, and
oftenwill, change as the tutor and writer meet several times on a project. However, students

may sometimes not be fully aware of the extent of their problems, and thus no consensus
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can be reached. For example, the writer might want to work on surface-level issues while

the tutor detects much deeper ones, thus causing the whole relationship to break down.

3) The agreement on the activitiesand responsibilities designed to achieve these goals is the
more practical side of the relationship. By designing certain activities for the writer, the
tutor shows their skills and efforts, and by complying with the activities the writer validates
the effort by the tutor and hopefully benefits from the activities to further their writing.
Occasionally, the responsibilities might shift, with the writer suggesting helpful tasks and
the tutor agreeing to them. When this happens, it is indicative of a strong level of trust

between them.

In this study, we aim to show how the Working Alliance model can be used in the writing
center context. To understand its different aspects, we interviewed writers and tutors to grasp the
intricacies of their relationship, their ways of working, and the efficacy of their work together. We
present here illustrative snippets from the interviews that were used to analyze their experiences
through the lens of the Working Alliance. In addition, we suggest practical applications of the
model as a theoretical guideline in tutor training sessions and how it can serve as a diagnostic tool

to help writing center administrators make more informed decisions.
Methods

To gain a deeper understanding of the many aspects of work in the writing center sessions,
we conducted semi-structured interviews with seven tutors and 24 writers over a period of two
years. The open-ended questions (see Appendix A) were mainly used as prompts to allow our
participants maximum freedom of expression to tell their stories and share their thoughts in an

unconstrained manner.

It is important to note that, when interviewing students, we tried to ensure that they did not
see this as an evaluative meeting about the center, the sessions, or the tutor. We tried to frame the
interviews in a way that would allow them to give an account of their general impressions of what

happened in the sessionsand their relationship with the tutor.
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Participants

Writers

The students were chosen to encompass the widest set of degree levels and fields of study

possible, to get a variety of perspectives (see Table 1).

Table 1: Distribution of students who were interviewed

Degree level Field of study Country of origin
BA/BSc Liberal Arts Germany
Liberal Arts USA
Middle East History Israel
English and American Studies Israel
Electrical Engineering China
Environmental Sciences Russia
MA/MSc History of Science Israel
Crisis and Trauma Japan
Crisis and Trauma USA
MBA Israel
Middle Eastern Studies Germany
Engineering Israel
Law Chile
Sociology and Anthropology Israel
PhD Engineering Israel
Medicine Israel
History Israel
Art History Israel
Social Work Israel
Neurobiology Israel
Law Israel
Psychology Brazil
Business and Management Israel
Post-doc Mathematics Vietnam
Tutors

We interviewed the tutors who worked at our Center. The tutors included two peer tutors

and five teachers from our department who also serve as tutors.
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Most peer tutors in our center are from International MA programs, particularly from the
TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) program as part of their teaching
practicum and for which they receive academic credit. However, some tutors come from other
International MA programs or are studying for regular university graduate degrees. The teacher -
tutors are faculty members who teach regular language courses and teach in the center as part of

their responsibilities.
Procedure

The interviews followed semi-structured guiding questions (see Appendix A) but the
interviewees were encouraged to expand on each point, to give details and examples, and to add
significant points they were not asked about directly. The interviews lasted approximately 20
minutes and were conducted in either Hebrew or English (sometimes a mixture of both) depending
on which language the interviewee felt most comfortable with. A few were conducted in Spanish
where both the interviewer and writer were native Spanish speakers. Two interviews were
conducted via video conferencing as the writer and/or tutor were studying or working abroad at
the time. After having obtained the participants’ consent (University Research Authority), the
interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed and translated, where necessary, to provide

the data for the content analysis.

The content analysis consisted of coding each phrase or sentence according to the three
components of the Working Alliance model: (1) a respectful and friendly partnership between
tutors and writers; (2) an agreement on the goals or expected outcomes; and (3) an agreement on
the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals.

Results

In this section, we present representative snippets of selected interviews that best illustrate
the three Working Alliance model components, as well as show how, when a problem arose, the

model helped illuminate what went wrong.

During the interviews, we found that tutors and writers all mentioned the three components
though with differing levels of importance. Interviewees tended to emphasize one aspect of the

model as being more important than the others. The following example shows how we coded an
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excerpt of an interview according to the model. The interviewees’ names have been changed to
protect their privacy. Here is a short segment, with its analysis, of the interview with Biruk, a PhD

student of Education from Ethiopia about her work with Miriam, her tutor:

“Part of our goals is to help me with my research and the comments from my advisor (2.
agreement on goals and expected outcomes)...there are times that I don't understand what she
[the advisor] meant. We talk about it — develop it through her [tutor] professional eyes. More than
write, we talk. (1. a respectful and friendly partnership). At home | work according to our notes
— adding, expanding (3. an agreement on the activities and responsibilities). Miriam helps me
understand what my advisor meant and gives me direction which is the key.” (3. an agreement
on the activities and responsibilities) | don't have to say too much for her to understand what |
feel or what I'm going through (1. a respectful and friendly partnership). That's important. Very

important. It's a good basis for work.”

Next, we show snippets from the interviews that help illustrate each different Working

Alliance component.
1. A respectful and friendly partnership between tutors and writers (Bonds)

One aspect that was consistently mentioned as important was that the relationship was a
motivating factor for the writers’ participation in the center. In Mika’s words, we hear the

importance of the emotional aspect of the relationship between tutor and writer.

“I have a good relationship with Susan. She is interested in Asian countries, and so we
have a common interest. I like the fact that she is also a student... I feel sympathy [empathy] for
her...She is also a hard worker. That gave me energy and motivation. She inspired me a lot.

Made me think about the future.” — Mika, International MA student from Japan

For the tutor, cultivating the relationship was seen as an essential aspect of the work in

the center:

“...most helpful is to be their friend, make it comfortable for them to ask you questions;
not like the “teacher-student model”. You want to help them and ask them about their day and

their concerns. To care about them.” — Anna, Tutor from the US
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It is important to note, however, that tutors should not be encouraged to be the writers’
friends. The working atmosphere should be friendly, but the relationship should remain

professional.

Next, we can see that even when there was an agreement on the other two aspects of the
model —agreement on the goals and responsibilities, and agreement on tasks — when somethingin
the relationship aspect was missing the work could break down, as in the case of Daniel, an MA

student in English Literature from Russia/lsrael:

“Trevor gave me weekly assignments ... but still 1 missed Hillary [previous tutor]; her
pushing me.... My main problem is organizing the material. Trevor tried to “split” my thesis into
chapters, and sub-chapters, to focus on one thing and then the next, but still, I did not make good

progress. He’s a great guy,; we are in touch on Facebook once in a while.”

“I'm considering to come back to the center since I find it hard to work alone. If I have
someone that | know | am responsible for him and he is responsible for me, and it is mutual, then

| try harder to find the time and work.”

In Daniel’s last statement, we find the importance of mutuality, the feeling of alliance that

helps move the work along.
2. An agreement on the goals or expected outcomes (Goals)

An important ingredient for success in the center is setting attainable goals for the work
together. These goals help focus the work and create appropriate tasks and routines to help
students achieve their goals. The goals can be session-based or for longer periods of time as
students can buy a “packet” of meetings (10 meetings). An example of such goal setting for

expected outcomes is brought by Niv:

“At the beginning of every session, we define what we want to work on and then we are
focused on achieving that. | want to relocate so | want to make sure my English is fluent enough
to do this.” — Niv, MBA student from Israel

However, when there is a mismatch between what the tutor believes should be worked on

and what the student wants, the whole relationship can break down, as in the case of Karl:
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“I came for help with writing research papers and wanted the tutor to focus on my English
language skills and not the structure. | respect the tutor, but feel that my aims were not being

met.” — Karl, Psychology student from Israel

We can see here that the first component of having a respectful and friendly relationship
was present, but the disagreements on the aim of the work together caused Karl to stop working
with the tutor. The director of the center found another tutor for Karl who came back several times

afterward and managed to organize the paper successfully as well as work on his language needs.

3. An agreement on the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals
(Tasks)

To achieve the writer’s goals, clear activities and responsibilities must be established.
Knowing how each activity will further the writer’s work contributes to a feeling of trust, of being
in “good hands”. In addition, agreement on the responsibilities of each party helps curtail any
expectation that it is the tutor who bears the most responsibility for the output: the agreement
ensures the writer commits to carrying out the activities and working on the specific aspects dealt
with in each session. Furthermore, the agreement clarifies the added value of the sessions, so

participants have a clear feeling of “coming away” with something.

“...they bring their own essays and the papers they are working on... but | also bring
materials. I come in early to prepare exercises and handouts for them so we’ll have something

concrete to take away.” — Anna, Tutor

In this agreement, there is a feeling of accountability also on the part of the tutor, since
Anna does not merely expect preparation on the writer’s part but does preparation herself.
Sometimes, as the work together progresses, the activities can change and the writers are
encouraged to suggest practices they feel would help them best to give the sessions greater impact,

as can be seen in the following interview.

“I worked with Anna, and she started with verb tenses, but then | asked her to do something
different. | wanted to go out and walk throughout the university, so we went to the museum, went

to different libraries, and other places. We had general conversations, which was also helpful.
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Going out was very important because it was conducive to having a different type of conversation

than what you would have in class.” — Martha, PhD student from Brazil

Here we see that the tutor had thought that to improve Martha’s English proficiency they
would work on grammar. However, the writer then communicated to Anna that fluency and
everyday language were what she needed, so practicing while walking around campus helped.
Usually, the tutor suggests changing activities to achieve the goal, but here the writer herself

thought of the change.

The quotes above illustrate how writers and tutors viewed their work together and how all
three aspects of the model came into play.

Discussion

Our study has examined the perspectives of writers and tutors in our writing center to better
understand how this partnership works. After analyzing the in-depth interviews with both
populations, we found that the Working Alliance model was indeed an effective framework for
analyzing this relationship and the work in the center. Additionally, we found that when the three
components were successfully combined, the writers felta high level of trust in the tutor which, in
turn, created a positive spillover into the writers’ confidence and independence. As in any helping
relationship, a certain level of mutual trust and connection is essential for change to take place
(Bordin, 1994).

As can be seen from the interviews, all three components of the Working Alliance model
are necessary for the work in the center to be fruitful, balanced, and sustainable. However, when
even one of the components is amiss, the whole relationship breaks down.

Beyond adopting the model to gain valuable insights into the writer-tutor relationship itself,
we suggest here some practical applications in other stages in the writing center context. The model
can create a common language for all parties involved and provide useful tools for the directors
and administrators of writing centers. Thus, when interviewing and screening potential new tutors,
the director can prepare a set of questions that help discern, for example, if the candidate is aware
of the importance of establishing a friendly, respectful relationship, and setting expectations of

goals and activities. Where the prospective tutor candidate is not aware of these aspects, the
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director can provide training in this direction, along with the other important features of tutoring.
The model may also be presented in the tutor training sessions along with the findings of the
current research. Pedagogical tutor training should thereby emphasize the importance of
relationships, of social presence, and not just the aspects of expertise and language knowledge.
This, in turn, can encourage tutors to share ideas and experiences thereby empowering them to

incorporate all three components in an effective, genuine, and professional way.

Once the writing center sessions have begun, writing center heads can also use the model
as a diagnostic tool, e.g., to identify why a certain writer or tutor may be dissatisfied, and how to
make appropriate changes such as advising the tutors on how to make the necessary adjustments
or finding the writer a different tutor. To ensure that the changes made have been successful, it is
important to follow up with both parties. The Working Alliance concepts may also be applied
when conducting periodic writing center assessments. Moreover, the model can serve as a lens to

analyze writing center communication when issues and needs are discussed with the director.

We hope that this model can help shed light on the relationship between a writer and tutor,
and gain more clarity into the workings of the writing center through an analysis using the three

components, thereby enhancing all aspects of the writing center’s work.

While the present study has provided us with insights into the writer-tutor process and how
to make it more effective, it has raised some musings for further research including where the
boundaries of the personal and friendly nature of the writer-tutor relationship should be. We know
of cases, for example, where the relationship was deemed “too friendly” and became disruptive to
the work in the center. In addition, as many of us work in a plurilingual environment, with writers
and tutors from different languages and cultures, it would be interesting to investigate how

different cultures approach the different aspects of the model.
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Appendix - Open-ended questionnaires

Questionnaire — Tutee

1. name:

2. nationality:

3. degree and program/department:

4. How many times have you come to CLE?
5. How many tutors have you met?

6. Who?

7. How did you hear about CLE?
8. Why did you come?

0. What did you like about the tutor/s?

10. What did you find to be helpful in the interaction?

11. Tell me (describe) a session you remember.

12. Do you think you will come again? Why?

Questionnaire— Tutor

1. name:
2. nationality:

3. background:

4. Why were you interested in becoming a tutor?

5. How long have you worked at CLE?

6. Approximately how many students have you met?

7. How do you help students who come to CLE?

8. What challenges have you encountered in the sessions?
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9. What did you find to be helpful in the interaction?
10. Do you want to share an example of a successful meeting(s).
11. From your experience, what is the one thing that is essential in helping a student?

12. Why do you think students come back to you?

41 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023



QEPIE=

Journal of English | ]
for Purposes of
International
Communication

“ JEPIC

- Volume 1: Issue 1

2023

The Existence and Influence of Sense of Coherence in Teaching Situations on Pre-service
EFL Teachers’ Career Choices

Monica Levy
Kibbutzim College of Education, Israel

Alexandru loan Cuza University of lasi, Romania

Abstract

Teacher shortage worldwide is acute. In Israel this shortage is strongly felt in all core
subjects, including English. Efforts should therefore be made to ensure that all pre-service English
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Implications for teacher training programs are discussed.

Keywords: pre-service teachers, EFL, sense of coherence in teaching situations, career choices,

teacher training

Corresponding author: Monica Levy, Kibbutzim College of Education, Israel.

monicalevy74@gmail.com
This is an Open Access which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided
the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.



mailto:monicalevy74@gmail.com

Sense of Coherence in Teaching Situations

Introduction

Teacher shortage is growing and according to the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS), in
2016 there was an immediate need to recruit over 68 million teachers around the world (UIS,
2016). In 2019 the UIS reported that although the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
including the fourth Sustainable Development Goal on education, SDG 4, is approaching, the
world seems to be behind schedule (UIS, 2019). Therefore, teacher training institutes should
endeavour to ensure all pre-service teachers who graduate from their teacher training programs opt
for a teaching career. In Israel, this severe shortage is also strongly felt, especially among English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers. According to the 2019 State Comptroller Report, there was
a shortage of 626 EFL teachers in Israel. The situation has deteriorated since with a shortage
of 5,671 teachers for the 2022-23 school year, of whom 871 are EFL teachers (Central Bureau of
Statistics [CBS], 2022).

Several studies on teacher attrition and teacher retention have been published (Akram,
2020; Arnup & Bowles, 2016; Birchinall et al., 2019; Carmel & Badash, 2018; Klassen & Chiu,
2011; Reyneke & Botha, 2020). However, there is a scarcity of studies regarding the determinants

and predictors of pre-service teachers’ intentions to pursue a teaching career upon graduation.

The present study forms part of a PhD research project whose primary concern is to
examine whether Sense of Coherence in Teaching Situations (SOCITS), an inner coping resource,
existsamong pre-service EFL teachersin Israel and if so, whether this factor can be a predictor of
pre-service EFL teachers’ intentions to pursue a teaching career upon graduating from their teacher
training program. The concept of SOCITS focuses on pre-service teachers’ feelings and comprises
three components: comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness in teaching situations.
The findings of the current study may provide useful insights into the factors which impact pre-
service EFL teachers’ entry into the teaching profession. In addition, it seeks to shed light on
possible reasons why some pre-service teachers choose to pursue a teaching career upon
graduating from their teacher training programs, while others do not. Seeing that teacher training
programs have been found to play a significant role on pre-service teachers’ entrance into the
teaching profession (Rots et al., 2010, 2014) and to have a significant influence on pre-service

teachers professional identity (Westhuizen & Woest, 2021), this information may also aid in
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enhancing the quality of teacher education and will allow for the development of an innovative
EFL teacher training program —the Teaching, Relationship, Exposure and Pedagogy (TREP)

program for third year pre-service EFL teachers.
Literature Review

In 1979, Antonovsky (1979) introduced the Salutogenic Model. This model focuses on the
origins of health and presumes that stress and illnesses are an inseparable part of people’s lives. It
tries to understand how people can cope with the stress and challenges they face and to clarify why
some manage to deal with stressful and challenging situationswhile others do not. The Salutogenic
model led to the development of the concept of Generalized Resistance Resources (GRRs) which
include the physical, cognitive, emotional or sociocultural traits a person has that can be of aid
when coping with stress, and the resources that help prevent tension from turning into stress
(Antonovsky, 1979). As a result of his insights, Antonovsky coined the term Sense of Coherence
(SOC) (Antonovsky, 1979). He described it as an inner resource or a personality component which
reflects people’s outlook on life and their ability to deal with stressful situations. SOC entails three
elements: comprehensibility, the cognitive component which relates to the extent to which one
views situations as understandable, clear and coherent; manageability, the behavioural dimension
which conveys the extent in which people feel they have control of internal and external stimuli
and that they have the necessary resources, support and motivation for coping with the challenges
they face; and meaningfulness, the motivational component which refers to the extent in which
people feel life has emotional significance and that dealing with the challenges are worth the effort
(Antonovsky, 1979, 1998). Studies dealing with SOC amongst diverse population (e.g., Eriksson
& Lindstrom, 2014, Surtees et al., 2007) have shown that the higher the level of SOC, the higher
the quality of life.

Amongst university and college students, SOC has been shown to be very beneficial in
helping them deal with their academic challenges and career plans (Togari et al., 2008), daily
hassles when faced with new environments, relationships, social and academic demands, and stress
(Shankland et al., 2019), and their workload (Carmel & Bernstein, 1990). Hochwalder and Saied
(2018) confirmed that students with high levels of SOC were subject to fewer difficulties and were

better able to cope with stress, while Shankland et al. (2019) provided evidence for such students
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facing less academic burnout. Among university students in Japan, higher levels of SOC were
linked to enhanced academic performance, reduced feelings of isolation and more positive
relationships (Chu et al., 2016). Students with higher levels of SOC were found to rely less on
emotion-oriented styles, such as venting and self-blame (Konaszewski et al., 2019), and more on
task-oriented coping styles such as planning and problem-solving strategies (Krok, 2016). Lustig
and Strausser (2008) and Austin etal. (2010) revealed that when levels of SOC were high, students
were better able to cope with career decision-making processes and were less confused and anxious

about their decisions.

Pre-service teachers are students enrolled in initial teacher training in colleges of education
or universities and are studying towards a degree in education and a teaching certificate. They face
even more challenges and stress than other university students as they are expected to cope with
both the academic challenges of regular students in addition to the responsibilities of their teaching
practicum in the schools (Nghia & Huynh, 2019). Kokkinos and Stavropoulos (2016) provided
evidence that the practicum experiences expose pre-service teachers to more challenges, teaching-
related stress and burnout. This additional stress has been found to have a substantial effect on pre-
service teachers’ commitment, their career decisions and their intents to give up and quit or pursue
a teaching career (Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Mahmoudi & Ozkan, 2016; Nghia & Huynh, 2019;
Pfitzer-Eden, 2016).

In 2015, Bracha and Hoffenbartal coined the term Sense of Coherence in Teaching
Situations (SOCITS). Based on Antonovsky’s SOC (Antonovsky, 1979), SOCITS is a coping
resource that reflects pre-service and in-service teachers’ feelings about their abilities to cope with
the teaching situations they face, and refers to an overall sense of understanding of the teaching
situations and challenges they encounter (Bracha & Hoffenbartal, 2015). SOCITS has three
components: comprehensibility, the understanding of their professional identity, teaching
situations, teaching methods and students’ needs; manageability, the feeling that the available
resources teachers have are satisfactory when coping with classroom management and difficulties
in teaching and allow for flexibility in the teaching process; and meaningfulness, perceiving

teaching situations as emotionally meaningful, satisfying and motivating.
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Unlike teacher self-efficacy, which refers to teachers’ beliefs in their own ability to
effectively perform their jobs (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001), SOCITS refers to
teachers’ feelings and their perceptions of their work as meaningful, manageable and
comprehensible (Bracha & Hoffenbartal, 2015). Self-efficacy is based on the idea that teachers'
beliefs about their own capabilities will influence their behavior and outcomes (Bandura, 2008).
Teachers with high levels of self-efficacy have more confidence in their abilities to make a positive
impact on their students and are more likely to be resilient and adaptive in the face of challenges
(Poulou et al., 2019; Vagi et al, 2017).

Likewise, Bracha and Hoffenbartal (2015) provided evidence that pre-service teachers with
higher levels of SOCITS were more motivated to cope with stressful situations, were better able
to understand the challenges involved in teaching and believed that they had the required resources
to cope with the difficulties and the challenges. Furthermore, Bracha and Hoffenbartal (2022)
found four main factors that enhance SOCITS of which the most influential was the pedagogical,
specifically time and task management and love for the profession. This factor was followed by
relationship with the students, the perceptions of personal and professional identity, and the school
as an ecosystem, namely the quality of contact with the staff, management, mentors and parents.

Studies pertaining to teachers’ professional identity construction have shown that teacher
training programs serve as an ideal starting point for fostering awareness of professional identity
development and its constant changes (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Yuliyana, 2019). Due to the
challenges and daily demands in-service teachers face, they are more vulnerable during the early
years inthe profession. As such, itis crucial to understand context and sociocultural aspects which
significantly impact this identity formation (Klusman et al., 2016).

A review of the literature reveals that so far, Bracha and Hoffenbartal are the only
researchers to have explored the notion of SOCITS and therefore, very few studies exist in this
area. No studies have focused on the existence of SOCITS in the field of EFL. Further researchis
required in this field and as such the present study aims to contribute to the field of teacher
education in general and specifically to the notion of SOCITS among pre-service EFL teachers.
The research questions framing this study are:

1. Does SOCITS exist among pre-service EFL teachers in Israel?
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2. How is SOCITS expressed in relation to pre-service EFL teachers’ decision to

pursue a teaching career upon graduating from their teacher training program?
Methods

This section describes the research design and methodology employed in this study. It
further presents the population, data collection instrument and the data analysis procedures. This
study is an exploratory study which aims to evaluate emotional and cognitive processes that lead
pre-service EFL teachersto pursue a teaching career, namely whether SOCITS exists among pre-
service EFL teachers in Israel and if so, how it is expressed in relation to their decision to pursue
a teaching career upon graduating from their teacher training program (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). A qualitative research design was chosen for this study as the qualitative paradigm focuses
on gaining in-depth exploration of social and educational issues by purposely selecting participants
and integrating a limited, yet appropriate, number of cases (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Moreover, the qualitative paradigm is most suitable for obtaining widespread data concerning
individuals’ behaviour based on their personal experiences and views (Rosenthal, 2016;

Silverman, 2017).
Participants

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 pre-service EFL teachers studying in
a large teacher training college in Israel. This teacher training college offers a four-year program
at the end of which students are granted a B.Ed. degree and a teaching certificate. The program
consists of education studies, research literacy, courses in linguistics, literature and technology,
pedagogy and methodology, in addition to an in-field practicum. In the practicum, students are
assigned to a host teacher or mentor at a mentoring school. Those wishing to pursue a teaching
career are required to complete an induction year, i.e., an internship year, during the fourth and
final year of their studies in order to obtain a teaching license which is required to teach in all
public schools in Israel. During the induction year the students, who at this point are already
considered in-service teachers, are required to hold a minimum of a 1/3 position, which is about
12 weekly hours. In the school where they are teaching, these teachers are also assigned a mentor
with whom they have weekly meetings, in addition to participating in a 60-hour induction

workshop offered at the college. The teachers are evaluated throughout the year, both by their
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mentor and the school principal, and at the end of the year, if they show they have developed
adequate competence to perform as teachers, they are granted a teaching license by the Ministry

of Education enabling them to work in the public school system.

The interviews were conducted prior to the beginning of the academic year. The
participants were pre-service EFL teachers starting their third or fourth year at the college. The
pre-service teachers were interviewed individually face to face. The interviews were conducted in
English and lasted 20 minutes each. The sampling strategy used in this study was a non-random
purposive sampling (McBride, 2016), specifically, criterion sampling to allow for participants to

be chosen according to the criteria that best met the requisites of the study (Crewell & Poth, 2017):

e Three male and three female students aged 22 to 30 starting the third year who
intended to do the inductionyear and pursue a career in teaching;

e Two male and four female students aged 24 to 31 starting the third year who did
not intend to do the induction year and were still ambivalent about whether to

pursue a teaching career;

e Three male and three female students aged 24 to 28 starting the fourth year who
chose to go into the induction year and pursue a teaching career and were in-service

teachers at the time;

e One maleand five female students aged 24 to 31 starting the fourth year who chose
not to go into the induction year and decided to finish their B.Ed. without pursuing

a teaching career.
Data Collectionand Analysis

This study used semi-structured interviews to collect the data. The semi-structured
interview was chosen to allow for richer, more genuine and more realistic data to be generated
(Coolican, 2019) and was devised based on the literature review and the research questions. It
included questions such as: How important is teaching to you? How do you think that knowing
how to manage teaching situations had/will have an effect on your decision to pursue a teaching
career? How do you think that your understanding of what it means to be a teacher had/will have
an effect on your decision to pursue a teaching career? The full questionnaire can be found in

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
48



Sense of Coherence in Teaching Situations

Appendix A. The data pertaining to both research questions were analyzed employing the
deductive or top-down approach, known as a driven thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012).
According to Sullivanand Forrester (2019), this approach is favorable when the researcher wishes
to investigate a fixed set of theoretical concepts. The data were analyzed using Atlas.ti,acomputer-
aided qualitative analysis software. The thematic analysis included transcribing the data, becoming
familiar with the data and then coding the data, i.e., marking the data with “in vivo terms”
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This first stage coding using the Atlas.ti allows short sections to be
coded in order to represent ideas that will be considered at later stages. According to Silver and
Lewins (2014) the first stage of coding is a first attempt at thoroughly putting together fragments
that are of interest to the researchers. Following this first stage coding, codes representing the same
concepts were merged and finally in the third stage coding, the data and the codes were revisited,
consistent patterns identified, and categories built. This software allows for micro and macro visual
representations of the codes and code groups data (Lewis, 2016). In order to increase validity and
reliability, or truth value and consistency in qualitative studies (Guba & Lincoln, 2005), the
researcher recorded the interviews which allowed for repeated revisiting of the data. In addition,
when reviewing the themes, a second coder, a professional Ph.D. researcher in the field of EFL
teacher education revised the codes. The themes and codes were then discussed and both
researchers came to an agreement and finalized the themes. Peer debriefing or inter-coder
agreement helps reduce bias, contributes to reliability and trustworthiness and yields the most
inclusive findings (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).

The researcher was granted permission to conduct the study in the teacher training college
by the Ethics Committee of the College. In addition, in order to adhere to the code of ethics in the
college, the American Educational Research Association’s (AERA) code of ethics, all the
information pertaining to the study was presented to the participants and the participants were
asked to sign a consent form prior to beginning the study. This allowed them to make an informed
decision and freely decide whether or not they wanted to participate. Participants were informed
that they could withdraw from the study at any given stage with no consequences. To protect

students’ anonymity and confidentiality, necessary measures were taken.
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Findings

This study set out to determine whether SOCITS exists among pre-service EFL teachersin
Israel and how it is expressed in relation to their decision to pursue a teaching career upon
graduating from their teacher training program. Participants were interviewed in semi-structured
interviews and the results yielded evidence for the existence of SOCITS among pre-service EFL
teachers in Israel and the importance of SOCITS and its three components: comprehensibility,
manageability, and meaningfulness in relation to whether pre-service EFL teachers choose to
pursue a teaching career upon graduating from their teacher training program, as can be seen in
Figure 1. Differences were identified pertaining to the extent in which the groups related to each
of the SOCITS components. The manifestation of the SOCITS components was most prominent
in the discourse of the fourth-year students who had chosen to pursue a teaching career and the

least evident in the fourth-year students who chose not to pursue a teaching career.

Figure 1: Occurrences of the SOCITS Components’ Expressions in the Discourse of Pre-service
EFL Teachers
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In the following sections each of the components will be addressed according to the data
that arose from the interviews. The themes that emerged from the discourse of the pre-service EFL

teachers can be seen in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: SOCITS Components as Manifested among Pre-service EFL Teachers
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Teaching Career
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Comprehensibility

This component related to the degree pre-service EFL teachers felt the teaching situations
were clear, meaningful, and predictable to them in terms of their professional identity, teaching
situations and teaching methods, and students’ needs. The data provided evidence for the existence
of this component and its significance on their decision to pursue or not pursue a teaching career.
In terms of the existence of comprehensibility, this component was most prominent among those
wishing to pursue a teaching career in the third year and those who pursued a career in the fourth

year, as can be seen in Figure 3, and it was manifested in various categories.
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Figure 3: Occurrences of the Comprehensibility Expressions in the Discourse of Pre-service EFL

Teachers
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Understanding Different Methods, the Educational System, and Teaching Situations

The importance of understanding the teaching methods, the system and different teaching
situations was prominent in the discourse of both the third-year students wishing to pursue a
teaching career and those in the fourth year who decided to pursue a teaching career as can be seen
in the following comments: “Some students might not want to pursue a teaching career because
they don’t want to teach in a certain way, but if you are exposed to different pedagogical systems
in different schools, as | was, you understand you have a choice. ”(Third year, wishing to pursue)
and “I realized how the system works and you get used to how it works and once you realize that
and what it means things get better.” (Fourth year, pursued a career). This theme was also found
among those in the third year who were still ambivalent regarding their choice to pursue a teaching

career.
Knowing What it Means to be a Teacher and Their Professional Identity

The third-year students wishing to pursue a teaching career and those in the fourth year
who pursued a career related to the importance of developing their professional identity and

comprehending what it means to be a teacher. Their comments included: “Once I understood the
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fact that I'm quite good at teaching ...l decided I want to go for it.” (Third year, wishing to pursue);
“[ started off as someone that didn’t have much confidence...I wasn’t able to stand in front of a
class...but now I understand the process, and this is where the self-improvement aspect comes in.”
(Fourth year, pursued); “I don’t have to know everything...I'm still learning. It stressed me
out...like how am I supposed to educate students if I don’t know the answer to everything...but
when [ started... I startedto understand that teachers don’t need answers to everything.” (Fourth

year, pursued).
Understanding Students’ Needs

The third-year students wishing to pursue a career in teaching and the ones in the fourth
year who pursued one, spoke about the significance of understanding the students’ needs, as was
evident in comments such as: “Understanding what it means to be a teacher and what students
need... is a process that you learn over time.” (Fourth year, pursued); “I understand how to work
with the kids and what they need...I think I have the ability to reach out to a person and understand
their needs.” (Fourth year, pursued); “I learned to find common grounds with the students.”

(Third year, wishing to pursue).

The results relating to comprehensibility also suggest the importance of this component on
whether pre-service EFL teachers decide to pursue ateaching career. This can be seen in comments
such as: “Knowing everything about being a teacher, the teaching methods and how to teach might
have an effect on my decision to be a teacher.” (Third year, wishing to pursue); “The more |
understand what it means to be a teacher, the less I really want to go into it.” (Third year,
ambivalent); “Understanding what it means to be a teacher, when you go into the practicum, you
start to see things...and that had an effect on my decision not to pursue a teaching career.” (Fourth

year, didn’t pursue)
Manageability

This component refers to the degree pre-service EFL teachers felt they possessed
satisfactory resources to cope with challenges in teaching situations. The data revealed the
existence of manageability among pre-service EFL teachers wishing to pursue a teaching career.
In addition, pre-service EFL teachers believe this component is crucial when deciding whether or

not to pursue a teaching career, as can be seen in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Occurrences of the Manageability Expressions in the Discourse of Pre-service EFL
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This element was expressed in various domains: being in control, challenges in teaching

and flexibility.
Being in Control

The difficulties pertaining to managing a class and the importance of having sufficient tools
to deal with disciplinary issues were raised by those in the third year wishing to pursue a teaching
career and those who pursued a career, such as in the following comments: “You need something
to hold onto...if I don’t have the classroom management, then it’s like I can’t even do what I'm
good at...I can’t even teach because they won't let me...then I think [ will leave..., but I know how
to cope with many situations...” (Third year, wishing to pursue), “I want to have the tools to know
how I can manage a classroom because if I feel I am lost...I’ll say “Ok, this is not my place.”

(Third year, wishing to pursue).
Challenges in Teaching

All pre-service EFL teachers related to the challenges of teaching and the importance of
being confident. This can be seen in commentssuch as: “...but a big part of it is how to manage a
class and if you feel overwhelmed and the students aren’t listening to you and you can’t figure out
how to manage everything, | think it would be harder to want to be a teacher...ifit’s frustrating

and you can’t achieve what you want...so I think it can make someone not want to be a teacher.’

(Third year, ambivalent); “I think that if  was really confident in classroom management, [ would
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start a teaching career.” (Fourth year, didn’t pursue). Those who chose to pursue a career spoke
about the fact that classroom management is a gradual process with comments such as: “It was
only in third year that I really began to navigate my way in the classroom...like feeling
command...feeling the authority to ask the students to listen to me...that I was in charge... and

this had an effect on my decision to pursue a teaching career.” (Fourth year, pursued).
Flexibility

The category of being flexible also arose from the interviews of the third-year students
wishing to pursue a teaching career and those who pursued a career as can be seen in the following
comments: “You can take their energy and lead it to something else...Ok, you are very excited
today so let’s do a KAHOOT...” (Fourth year, pursued). These students also related to the
importance of gaining respect as a way to deal with classroom management: “I think that if you as
a teacher respect yourself...this is how the kids will look up to you...I'm aware of the challenges
but | am looking forward to it.” (Third year, wishing to pursue). None of the third-year students
who were ambivalent or the fourth-year students who chose not to pursue a teaching career related

to the significance of flexibility in their teaching.

These results also indicate the importance of the manageability component on whether pre-
service EFL teachers decide to pursue a teaching career. This can be seen in commentssuchas: “/
think that a lot of people who decide to sign up for teaching end up dropping out because they
don’t really know how to deal with those situations.”(Fourth year, pursued),; “I find it hard to
manage situations...there’s not enough things to use against the students ...they are not threatened
by anything and they are not scared of anything and that definitely affected my decision ...why I

don’t want to work in a class...” (Third year, ambivalent).
Meaningfulness

This element is associated with how pre-service EFL teachers react to the challenges they
face and the degree they feel teaching situations are emotionally meaningful and significant to
them. A sense of meaningfulness was revealed in the data of both the third-year students who are
considering a teaching career and fourth-year students who pursued a career, as can be seen in

Figure 5 and was manifested in various categories.
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Figure 5: Occurrences of the Meaningful Expressions in the Discourse of Pre-service EFL

Teachers
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Personal Satisfaction

This included the pleasure of teaching as can be seen in comments such as: “/ understood
that it was something that I really enjoyed doing, | was comfortable doing and I understood that
there’s nothing else.” (Fourth year, pursued); and being passionate about teaching: “It’s
unbelievably important to me and it’s what [ want to do...I’m very passionate about it and I want
to learn how to be even better...I love teaching, and nothing is going to change that.” (Fourth
vear, pursued); “Wow! Teaching means the world to me... or the universe...or beyond...I don’t
know...it’s like that spark in their eyes when they realize they 've achieved something, and you see

that spark and you know that you had a part in it.” (Third year, wishing to pursue).
Personal Motivation

The pre-service EFL teachers related to their personal motivation and their inner feelings
as evident in statements such as: “I think that teaching is something built within my personality —
I have the urge to pass on knowledge to others...which is basically teaching...” (Third year,

wishing to pursue); “I really think I'm a person with values...it’s very important to me and I kind

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
56



Sense of Coherence in Teaching Situations

of live according to Ghandi’s motto — Be the change you wish to see in the world...and this inspires

me.”” (Third year, wishing to pursue).
Fulfillment and Emotional Meaningfulness in Teaching Situations

The issue of devotion and feeling fulfilled were also raised as can be seen in the following
comments: “the feeling of devotion...you really need to be devoted cause I know the first years are
going to be tough...but I know it will get easier and I’'m devoted.” (Fourth year, pursued); “I feel
it’s part of my identity, of me...” (Fourth year, pursued); “It’s meaningful to me...I feel at home
doing it...” (Fourth year, pursued); “It’s so significant and I'm so grateful that this is the
profession I chose...touching kids’ lives every day, helping others...I think it’s so fulfilling that 1
have a part in this...in somebody else’s success and progress and making others feel more
confident...I think it’s really everything.” (Third year, wishing to pursue); “I think it gives me a
sense that what I'm doing is important and you can’t get that in other jobs.” (Fourth year,

pursued).

From students’ statements it can be seen that lack of meaningfulness influences pre-service
EFL teachers’ decisions not to pursue a teaching career and this was evident among the students
who were not planning on pursuing a teaching career, specifically those in the third year. Their
statements included: “First of all it’s not what I want right now, and I don 't think it’s a big enough
impact to satisfy me... ”(Third year, ambivalent); “I don’t feel it’s that meaningful to me and I'm
very disappointed with the system and how things work.”(Third year, ambivalent); “I don’t feel

it’s my biggest dream or something like that...to be honest.” (Third year, ambivalent).
Discussion

This qualitative study examined the existence of SOCITS among pre-service EFL teachers
and its significance on whether pre-service EFL teachers decide to pursue a teaching career upon

graduation.

In light of the pre-service EFL teachers’ discourse, the findings of this study indicate that
SOCITS existsamong pre-service EFL teachers in Israel who wish to pursue a teaching career and
correspond to the results of a previous study on SOCITS (Bracha & Hoffenbartal, 2015).
According to Antonovsky (1998), the exclusivity of SOC liesin the blend of its three components:
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comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness, and the same can be said regarding
SOCITS.

Third year pre-service EFL teachers wishing to pursue a teaching career, and those in the
fourth year who had already decided to pursue a teaching career and had already started the
induction year, expressed a stronger sense of comprehensibility, manageability, and
meaningfulness in their teaching. From the data it is apparent that possessing this inner coping
resource, SOCITS, when dealing with challenging and stressful teaching situations is necessary to
become confident and to thrive. These students related to the significance and importance of
comprehending the teaching situations, the different teaching methods that exist, knowing how
things work in the educational system; and to the significance of understanding their own
professional identity, who they are as teachers, and to understanding the needs of the students and
the importance of reaching out to them. The pre-service teachers understood that only if they
actually comprehend the teaching situations and perceive them as meaningful and predictable,

would they be able to cope with the challenges that they would face as teachers.

Regarding the component of manageability, the pre-service teachers indicated that
classroom management is a process and that you learn to navigate in the classroom once you build
a rapport with your students. The component of manageability was manifested in terms of
controlling a classroom in the practicum, coping with the challenges in teaching, gaining respect,

and being flexible in both their teaching methods and when coping with the challenges.

The element of meaningfulness was disclosed in the data in terms of the pre-service EFL
teachers’ perceptions of the different teaching situations. The pre-service EFL teachers related to
personal satisfaction, feelings of devotion, passion and determination, motivationand a feeling of
fulfillment and emotional meaningfulness in teaching. They expressed the will to continue their
work despite the challenges. These findings support Bracha and Hoffenbartal (2022) and suggest
that SOCITS motivates pre-service EFL teachers to cope effectively with the stress, the challenges,

and the difficulties they face.

An additional finding of this study relates to the significance of SOCITS as a predictor for
pre-service EFL teachers’ choices to pursue a teaching career upon graduating from their teacher

training program. Most third-year students wishing to pursue a teaching career, or those in fourth
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year who decided to pursue a career in teaching, possessed higher levels of SOCITS and were
better able to make career decisions as a result of comprehending the system and its requirements,
having better resources to cope with teaching situations, and feeling that the teaching profession
is meaningful and worth the effort. No previous study on SOCITS has investigated this, however,
former studies on SOC have provided evidence that college students who possessed higher levels
of SOC dealt more effectively with challenging situations (Shankland et al., 2019) and were better

able to cope with career decision-making processes (Austinetal., 2010; Lustig & Strausser, 2008).

Regarding comprehensibility, the third- and fourth-year students who were unsure about
pursuing a teaching career or had already decided not to pursue a teaching career, related
extensively to the fact that once they comprehended the education system and what being a teacher
really means, they understood it was not what they wanted and decided not to pursue a teaching
career. This indicates that comprehension of teaching situations and of what is required of teachers
did not turn teaching into something meaningful for these pre-service teachers. They did not have
the coping resources necessary to deal with the realities of the system and to overcome the
difficulties that are part of this career. This finding supports Yuliyana (2019) who expressed the
importance of teacher training programs in fostering awareness of professional identity
development. In terms of manageability, these students expressed lack of self-confidence in their
classroom management abilities, and related to various negative experiencesin their practicum, a
lack of flexibility and a feeling that they did not have the necessary resources to cope with the
challenges they faced. These students also expressed a lack of sense of meaningfulness and
disappointment. They further claimed that teaching does not have a big enough impact to satisfy
them, and that teaching is more of a burden than a meaningful challenge.

These findings indicate the importance and necessity of this inner resource, SOCITS,
among pre-service EFL teachers who wish to pursue a teaching career. They further imply that
pre-service EFL teacherswith low levels of SOCITS lack the coping resources that are necessary
to motivate them to choose to pursue a teaching career. As such, the presence of SOCITS among

pre-service EFL teachers can be said to be a predictor of entrance into teaching.
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Recommendations

As in all research, this study has encountered limitations that should be taken into
consideration. First and foremost, this study investigated the notion of SOCITS  which has a
very limited number of published studies. It may thus be important to conduct further studies
pertaining to SOCITS before generalizations can be made. In addition, this study focused on a
limited number of pre-service EFL teachers in one Israeli teacher training college. As such, this
study was limited in scope in terms of the participants and it may be necessary to include
participants from other teacher training colleges, both in Israel and abroad. Moreover, further
studies should include pre-service EFL teachers in the first year and second year of their teacher
training programs. Finally, in terms of the research methodology, it is recommended that future
research should include participants from different cultural backgrounds and age groups, and
collect both quantitative and qualitative data using the SOCITS questionnaire, since the

quantitative data could provide useful statistical dataalongside the qualitative data.
Conclusion

Personal internal factors, including initial motivation (Rots et al., 2014; Watt &
Richardson, 2008) and self-efficacy (Bruinsma & Jansen, 2010; Lavrenteva & Orland Barak, 2019;
Vagi etal., 2017), as well as external factors such as mentor and faculty support (Rots et al., 2007,
2012) and satisfaction from teacher education programs (Rots et al., 2010), have all been found to

be predictors of pre-service teachers’ decision to pursue a career in teaching.

This study has presented results that indicate the existence of SOCITS among pre-service
EFL teachers in Israel and suggests that SOCITS can also be considered a predictor of entrance
into the EFL teaching profession. Pre-service EFL teachers who lack the resources to cope with
all the challenges of the teaching profession might decide not to pursue a teaching career upon

graduating from their studies.

This study contributes to the field of SOCITS and teacher training and may have important
implications for EFL teacher training programs — specifically in the third year or the year prior to
their entering the school system. The SOCITS components were more prominentin the discourse
of the third-year students who were still ambivalent about pursuing a teaching career, compared to

those in fourth year who had already decided not to enter the profession. As such the third year
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might be a crucial turning point for shaping these students. In addition, SOCITS may be closely
connected to teachers’ identity construction which has been found to develop throughout the
training program and is influenced by context and sociocultural aspects. Therefore, teacher training
programs should explicitly focus on strengthening and developing this identity.

The results point to the importance of exposing pre-service EFL teachers to the realities of
teaching and to equipping them with coping resources in terms of comprehensibility,
manageability, and meaningfulness. This may be achieved by working extensively on pedagogy
during the teacher training program so that pre-service students can be well informed and be
prepared to deal with the existing education system that awaits them in the field. They must know
the different teaching methods available (methodology); they should focus on developing their
professional identity and be able to understand the needs of the students they will work with. This
will allow them to fully comprehend the requirements of this profession and be more confident
when dealing with the challenges and when deciding whether they want to pursue a teaching

career.

In addition, teacher training programs must focus on bridging the gap between the theories
learnt in college and the practical work students experience in their practicum. Pre-service EFL
teachers must be exposed in multiple ways to the reality they will face when they begin their
teaching careers. This will allow pre-service teachers to gain the necessary tools required to
manage teaching situations effectively and to become flexible but competent teachers. In addition,
pre-service teachers should be given support, both at the college and in the field, which is

indispensable if they are to overcome the hurdlesalong the way.

Finally, teacher training programs must work to continuously motivate pre-service EFL
teachers and help turn teaching into a significant and meaningful experience for them. Only then

will pre-service EFL teachers be prepared for the challenges that teaching entails.
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Appendix A — Questions for Semi-structured Interview

1. Why did you decide to become a teacher?

2. What were your main motives to pursue a teaching career and what influenced your
decision toenroll in teacher education?

3. How important is teaching to you? Or becoming a teacher?

4, How do you think that your actual understanding of what it means to be a teacher
had/will have an effect on your decision to pursue a career when you finished your
studies?

5. What abilities do you think you have that are going to help you make you a good
teacher?

6. How do you think that knowing how to manage different teaching situations had/will
have an effect on your choice decision to pursue a career in teaching?

7. Do you think you got/are getting enough training to become a teacher?

8. How do you think that the support system that you got at the college (pedagogical

advisors, mentors while you were in the practicum) had/will have an effect on your
decision tobecome a teacher?

9. Is there anything else that you would have liked to receive/still want to receive during
your teacher training program / studies that could have helped you or made your
decision to become a teacher easier?

10. Is there anything else you would like to add?
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Forging Ahead Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Introduction

In the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak during the first months of 2020, universities and
college campuses across the globe were immediately forced into “emergency remote teaching”
(ERT). ERT has been described as a “temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate
delivery mode due to crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020, para. 5) and the COVID-19
pandemic was indeed a crisis. The most common and accessible delivery mode of ERT is online
teaching. Although a transition to online teaching requires the acquisition of new technological
and pedagogical skillsand should be a gradual and well-planned process (Compton, 2009; Hixon
etal.,2011; Stickleretal., 2020) in this case the shift to ERT was sudden and stark. While some
instructors may have acquired the required skill set through prior training, other less-prepared
instructors had to learnin ‘real time’ (Trust & Whalen, 2020). Exacerbating the difficulties of on-
the-job learning was the fact that university support teams did not have the luxury of structured
and formalized training for this type of teaching and instructors were expected to develop and

implement online courses themselves (Hodges et al., 2020).

Alongside the need for ‘real time’ learning, instructors were exposed to “additional
stressors and barriers to teaching and learning remotely in times of need” (Trust & Whalen, 2020,
p. 193) which may have impacted their emotional well-being. Research indicates that even under
normal circumstances, many instructors have feelings of isolation (Golden, 2016), resentment,
frustration, and a lack of appreciation by their administration (Khan et al., 2017). In part this may
be due to a lack of clarity about what the future of teaching entails (Netolicky, 2020). In order to
cope with the unique challenges presented by ERT, instructors must develop effective coping
mechanisms to deal not only with change but with unpredictability (Mackey et al., 2012). The
challenges of ERT are particularly exacerbated in the context of language teaching (Develotte et

al., 2010), which rests strongly on communication and interpersonal interaction.

While teachers are faced with unique and extraordinary challenges, the response of their
leader is critical to their ability to successfully weather the crisis, and for this, leadership skills are
critical. Research on leadership in times of crisis has emphasized the need for collegial,
professional, institutional support systems and effective communication (Tull et al., 2017).
Marshall et al. (2020), in their study of strategies implemented by educational leaders during the

COVID-19 pandemic, point out the importance of “engaging in adaptive leadership” (pp. 32-33).
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They stress the need for leadersto be flexible and sensitive to how their staff is being affected. In
addition, leaders are required to deal with unpredictability by showing a readiness to preempt

potential problemsand a willingness to devise new ways of moving forward.

The thrust into ERT presented a unique opportunity to study the response of university
faculty as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded. The current study focuses on a language department
ina universityin Israel and is part of a larger research endeavor to investigate the response of this
department to the COVID-19 pandemic. The wider study examined the responses of the
Department Head (henceforth the DH), the teaching faculty and the students during the initial
months of the pandemic. This manuscript! presents results from an analysis of the communications
of the DH to the staff members throughout the spring semester of the 2019-2020 academic year.
The beginning of the spring semester coincided with the first confirmed cases of COVID-19 in
Israel and the end of the semester coincided with gradual lifting of restrictions after the first wave?.

Literature Review

According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, a crisis is "an unstable or crucial time
or state of affairs in which a decisive change is impending, especially one with the distinct
possibility of a highly undesirable outcome™ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). A crisisalmost always has
an element of surprise and develops quickly (Firestone, 2020), though the resulting change may

be either sudden or evolving (Fink, 1986).  Often a crisis will result in an urgent problem that

! Disclosure: The two authors of this paperwere instructors in the department duringthe semester discussed. One authorstill works in the
department.

2 For context, following is a general timeline:

27/2/2020 First confirmed case in Israel

8/3/2020 First day of the second semester

11/3/2020 The World Health Organization (WHO) declares COVID-19 a pandemic.

14/3/2020 Israel Ministry of Health shuts down schools and universities for the first time.

During the first week of May the limitations were gradually lifted, including a return to schools; however online teaching at Tel Aviv
University continued until the end of the second semester.

26/6/2020 The last day of the second semester
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must be addressed immediately and may lead to "a highly undesirable outcome or one with the

distinct possibility of a highly desirable and extremely positive outcome" (Fink, 1986, p. 15).

Relating to the language department as an educational organization, the definitions of
organizational crisis are particularly pertinent. Within an organization or institution, a crisis is
"anything with the potential to cause sudden and serious damage to its employees, reputation, or
bottom line" (Harvard Business Essentials, 2004, p. xvi). This definition focuses on the damage
that may be caused not only to the organization but to its individual employees. Seeger et al. (1998)
define an organizational crisis as "a specific, unexpected, and non-routine event or series of events
that create high levels of uncertainty and threat or perceived threat to an organization’s high
priority goals” (p. 233). While both these definitions relate to the suddenness of the crisis, the latter
definition also relates to the possible damage to the organization’s goals. However, Milburn et al.
(1983) suggest that the effect on goal attainment may be either positive or negative. Thus, an
organizational crisismay: "(a) be an opportunity for the organization to attain its current goals; or
(b) a demand or threat on the organization which either prevents the organization from attaining
its goals or actually removes or reduces an organization's ability to attain its goals” (p. 1144). They
also add that any organization will seek to resolve the crisis as "the outcomes at stake are important
and the resolution strategy is uncertain” (p. 1144). These uncertain strategies for crisis resolution
in an educational institution will largely be dependent upon the head and his or her leadership
skills.

Leaders faced with unexpected events and emergency situations must make crisis
decisions. The decision-making process may be based in part on established processes, and
possibly on prior experience, but must also rely on intuition and specific situational cues (Tarrant,
2011). Leadership in times of crisis "entails recognizing emerging threats, initiating efforts to
mitigate them and deal with their consequences and, once the acute crisis period has passed, re-
establishinga sense of normalcy” (Boin et al. 2009, p. 706). Following the global financial crisis
of 2008, Heifetz et al. (2009) developed a theory of adaptive leadership whichthey defined as "the
practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive" (p. 14). Following their theory,
Yeo (2021), in his article entitled: In praise of COVID-19: Discovering adaptive leadership in

unprecedented times, described adaptive leadership as being about seeking balance between tough
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decision-making and supervision to build a culture of trust, continuous learning and innovation (p.
103).

The theory of adaptive leadership distinguishes between technical challenges and adaptive
challenges (Heifetz et al., 2009). Technical challenges involve a known and recognizable problem
whereby a solution is usually identified based on experience and expertise. In contrast, adaptive
challenges involve an unknown problem which must first be learned. Clearly, the solution is
unknown and the obstacles to achieving a solution are less tangible and may involve values,
loyalties and relationships. Adaptive challenges are characteristic of an organizational crisis, and

thus require adaptive leadership.

Although the research on educational leadership is extensive, there is little research on the
role of educational leaders in times of crisis. In her analysis of school principals’ leadership in the
wake of the 2010/2011 earthquakes in Canterbury, New Zealand, Mutch (2015) relates to a set of
three factors that impacted leadership decisions and actions during the crisis: dispositional,
relational, and situational. Dispositional factors relate to: “What leaders bring to the event from
their background, personal qualities, experiences, values, beliefs, personality traits, skills, areas of
expertise and conceptions of leadership” (p. 190). Relational factors refer to “the ways in which
leaders offer a unifying vision and develop a sense of community within the organization,
engendering loyalty, enabling empowerment, building strong and trusting relationships and
fostering collaboration” (p. 190). Finally, situational factors encompass “how leaders assess the
situation as it unfolds, understanding the context, being aware of different responses (including
cultural sensitivities), making timely decisions, adapting to changing needs, making use of
resources (both material and personnel), providing direction, responding flexibly, thinking

creatively and constantly re-appraising the options” (p. 190).

The onset of COVID-19 at the beginning of 2020 and the subsequent lockdown imposed
in March of that year constituted a crisis situation. The spread of the disease was rapid, taking the
government and the public by surprise. Specifically, the university experienced an organizational

crisis with the closing down of campus and the move to ERT. The most pronounced dilemma at
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this time was how to maintain existing courses and carry on teaching under these circumstances.

Adaptive leadership on the part of the DH was critical in dealing with the unfolding crisis.

The COVID-19 pandemic, as devastating as it was, has provided us with an opportunity
to further investigate adaptive leadership and Mutch’s (2015) three sets of factors that impact this

leadership within a tertiary educational context.
The Context

The language department under study offers courses in English (for purposes of
international communication and academic writing), alongside 10 additional foreign languages
(including Arabic, French, German, Spanish, and Turkish), providing a total of 82 courses during
the 2019-2020 academic year. Up until the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 36 academic
staff members, with varying levels of expertise, had all implemented blended teaching in some
form or another (using the Moodle LMS and other tools). With the onset of COVID-19, the
university guidelines regarding the nature of instruction (on campus or online) were unclear, and
inadditiontotheir very real health concerns, teachers were apprehensive about what would happen
once the spring semester began. Their anxiety was compounded by the atmosphere in Israel at the
time. Daily statistics were presented in the media regarding the number of confirmed cases, of
people in critical condition and of deaths due to COVID. Directives changed frequently according
to the number of confirmed cases in their respective towns and cities, and government policies
were constantly updated in the attempt to adapt to circumstances on the ground. Often frantic
queries were sent to the DH about university policy; however, without clear administrative

guidelines decisive responses could not be given.

When the decision was made to go online, the university provided Unicko® accounts with
accompanying training webinars for online delivery of lessons. Unfortunately, technical problems
manifested very quickly, causing additional frustration and anxiety in an already stressful situation.
Subsequently, the Unicko platform was replaced with Zoom and another round of training was
given to instructors. Teaching continued online throughout the semester through the Zoom

platform.

3A platform for audio and visual conferencing, similar to Zoom.
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A further stressor was the fact that administrative policy forbade instructors from
demanding that students turn on their Zoom video cameras or use their microphones. Many
lecturers felt extremely lonely, isolated and frustrated as they attempted to reach ‘silent students
in black boxes’. Although university-wide webinars were offered to all academic staff on various
aspects of, and tools for, online teaching, given the communicative nature of language teaching
and learning, some departmental staff members felt they had to step in and offer webinars to their
colleagues on additional tools (e.g., the now defunct Zeetings, various Google tools,
Flipgrid). Despite these efforts, there was a growing feeling voiced by some staff members that
while the University directives related to students’ well-being and the need to assist them through
this difficult time, they did not equally relate to the lecturers’ concerns and well-being. It was as if

lecturers were expected to simply forge ahead and cope with the obstacles they faced.

When the crisis began, the DH had been a faculty member for 40 years, the last 10 of which
she held the position of department head. Even with her extensive experience, including dealing
with extremely difficult situations, the challenges in the wake of COVID-19 were unprecedented.
Aware of the apprehension not only of the staff members but her own as well, she began writing
daily email messages (including weekends) to the academic and administrative staff. From this
modest beginning, her daily email messages ended up extending across the 106 days of the entire
semester. The first email was sent out on March 8, 2020 (the first day of the spring semester and
the day after the Israeli Health Ministry closed schools) and the last on June 30, 2020 (after final
exams had been held, four days after the end of the semester). In this paper, we will focus on the

DH’s unique role in helping the staff forge ahead.

The purpose of this study was to investigate how an educational leader supported her staff
in making the abrupt transition from in-person to emergency online teaching and how she brought
her department through the crisis. In particular, we attempt to shed light on leadership qualities

that came to the fore in addressing an organizational crisis in an educational institution.
Method

Two sources of data were used in the current study: the daily email messages sent by the

DH to staff, and the DH’s written responses to a list of questions. At the end of the semester all
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the email messages were copied and assembled into a single document. Systematic random
sampling was employed and every third email was chosen for analysis. In addition, the first and
last messages were also included in the sample for a total of 35 messages. The list of questions
was sent to the DH after completion of the analysis of the email messages. Her response was

received the following day.

Qualitative content analysis was performed on both the email messages and the written
responses to the list of questions. According to Holsti (1969), content analysis is "any technique
for making inferences by objectively and systematically identifying specified characteristics of
messages” (p. 14). Through this analysis, categories were generated inductively, and were then
applied to the data through close reading. The coding process consisted of three rounds. In the first
round, each of the two researchers independently analyzed the data, generating preliminary
categories through inductive reasoning. In the second round, the resulting sets of categories were
compared and refined. The third round involved applying Mutch’s (2015) set of three factors that
impact leadership decisions and actions during a crisis — dispositional, relational and situational —
to the existing categories. These categories were discussed and further refined. The number of
instances of agreed-upon reliance on each of the three factors was calculated per message.
Qualitative content analysis of the DH’s written responses to the list of questions provided further

insight into the emergent categories.
Results

Based on the qualitative analysis of the email messages sent by the DH to staff and her
response to the list of questions, three main factors that impact leadership decisions and actions
were identified: dispositional, relational and situational factors. Across her email messages, 45%
of the total content was devoted to dispositional factors, 39% to relational factors and 17% to
situational factors. No significant trends concerning the relative weighting of factors over time
were identified. Furthermore, characteristic features of each factor emerged from the analysis.
Details of these features are described below. Following the descriptions, we will illustrate the

analysis of an email message.
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Dispositional Factors

The DH frequently shared personal information about herself, her family and her
surroundings. She explained her motivation as follows: “It was a way of reaching out and
addressing the common human experiences that we were sharing.... It also helped me make sense
of my own situation. It was a response to a very real affective need on my part.” The DH shared a
plentitude of non-work-related information with a clear purpose: “Distraction, to foster different
kinds of leisure activities within the constraints of the circumstances, as reminders that we still

had a life to live. To bring hope.”

Based on our data, dispositional factors were characterized by four distinguishing features:
1) sharing of and reflecting on personal information (for example, about family, surroundings,
lifestyle); 2) sharing personal opinions; 3) sharing/recommending information that was not related
to work; 4) sharing work-related/professional information from her own teaching experience
and/or from a source outside the university. Table 1 presents quotes from the DH’s email messages

that exemplify each of these features.

Table 1: Features of the dispositional factor and exemplary quotes

Feature Exemplary quote
Sharing of and reflecting on personal A cool breeze is blowing in through the window and the
information (e.g., about family, surroundings, coloured lights across the street shine brightly in the
lifestyle) afterglow of the recent downpour. | love this kind of

weather, crisp, with billowing dark clouds and scattered
showers. I felt energised... (Day 52)

Sharing personal opinions I must admit | find the entire revision of history that is
taking place atthe moment --withdrawing films, defiling or
tearing down statues of heroes, etc.-- very worrying...
(Day 95)

Sharing/recommending information that is not ~ Speaking of dancing, check out this beautiful initiative by

related to work (e.g., online concerts, the dancers of the Paris Opera Ballet to convey their

newspaper articles, recipes) gratitude and support to the frontline health and
emergency workers who are fighting to control the
pandemic [shares URL] (Day 34)

Sharingwork-related/professionalinformation ~ One last reading tip for the day [shares URL] A professor
from own teaching experience and/or from a found that personal essays are surprisingly effective in
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source outside the university (e.g., a webinar  building relationships in a synchronous virtual classroom.

or article on online learning) So Z)oom can really help build community after all... (Day
104

Speaking of students, 1 have noticed changes in the
dynamics of late. Most appear at the beginning of the
lesson, and then a game of switch on, switch off cameras
begins... (Day 61)

Relational Factors

Relational factors, as the name suggests, pertain to creating, promoting and maintaining
both professional and interpersonal relationships among staff members. One of the issues that the
DH expressly explained as being important was the creation of a sense of community, which was
driven by the need “to make up for the abrupt interruption of everyday encounters in the
workplace.” When asked to address how necessary it was to ensure that teachers had the tools to
move directly to ERT, she responded that it was “imperative” and that “training and addressing
their needs” were critical. She elaborated that she “wanted to motivate teachers”, making them
feel that they were “involved and relevant.” To achieve this, she “encouraged teachers to
participate in all kinds of activities and study days and share their ideas and practices.” In
addition, she created a think tank that met “to discuss, plan and execute new issues, policies and
practices.” Furthermore, a daily string of email messages was created “where teachers could share
their concerns, offer solutions and make suggestions.” Participation of staff in university-wide
teaching and professional initiatives that were springing up during this time was strongly
encouraged as well. When asked about her intentions in sending webinars and other professional
information from outside the university, she felt that this was a way “to promote departmental
excellence and relevance.” In her view, the COVID crisis provided an opportunity “to spearhead
change” and to elevate the status of the department within the university and in national and
international circles. She stated, “We became an example to others and were sought out to share
our best practices. Beyond visibility, this brought us credibility and a degree of power. This would

have been impossible if we ourselves had not been trained.”

Based on our data, relational factors were characterized by four distinguishing features: 1)
addressing/promoting staff well-being (e.g., acknowledging difficulties faced by staff members,
praising/thanking staff members); 2) community building and promoting inclusivity (e.g.,
encouraging/promoting on-going communication among staff, greetings in different languages);
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3) communicating expectations from staff/future plans; and 4) promoting professional

development/peer learning and sharing (e.g., changing pedagogical strategies and assessment

routines). Examples of each of the features appear in Table 2.

Table 2: Features of the relational factor and exemplary quotes

Feature

Exemplary quote

Addressing/promoting staff well-
being (e.g., acknowledging difficulties
faced by staff members,
praising/thanking staff members)

Community building and promoting
inclusivity (e.g.,
encouraging/promoting on-going
communication among staff, greetings
in different languages)

Communicating expectations from
staff/future plans

Promoting professional development/
peer learning and sharing (e.g.,
changing pedagogical strategies and
assessment routines)

Hang in there, my friends, last-minute revision in class and final
exam, and you re done! (Day 98)

In a way, we are experiencing something similar while teaching
through Zoom to black screens with white letters. Just like the
Rector said at a meeting last week, when describing online
teaching, we have gone from stellar performances in the theatre
of the classroomto becoming filmactorsonascreen —and, as with
actors, not all instructors will make the cut and transition from
stage to screen with equal success...(Day 58)

We are definitely on the right track as a Department, and it may

be worth looking into showcasing our initiatives as well...(Day
52)

Since it is becoming a little hard to keep track of the various
strings of messages, how about we have a string a day. You can
always reply to this message and get the ball rolling ... (Day 4)

I found the palpable camaraderie and team spiritduring and after
the session very moving, and certainly not to be taken for granted.
(Day 10)

iBuenas noches! (Day 9)

Don 't forget that this Thursday, 14 May 2020, at 12:00 pm,
Einav4 from Virtual Tau is giving a webinar on Moodle quizzes
especially for our Department. Please make sure you register for
it...(Day 58)

During the summer vacation, we will be holding webinars and
meetings to keep in touch as well as better prepare for whatever
the gods have in store for us. Some of the hot subjects we are
planning to tackle are rubrics and project-based learning.
Suggestions for topics you would be interested in knowing more
about are more than welcome. (Day 92)

4 Forthe purposes of this research pseudonymsare used.
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Situational Factors

In her response to the written questions, the DH elaborated that her primary goal in
fostering transparency and communication was to be inclusive, i.e., “top-down and bottom-up,
between me and the teachers and the staff.” She elaborated that some of her intentions in writing

13

the messages were “...to0 establish open and effective channels of communication... to share
important information, institutional directives and try to make sense of the initial craziness; totry
to cope with the chaos and prepare as best we could to tackle the new circumstances.” She went
on to explain that she felt a sense of urgency about everything and did not have timeto prioritize
what needed to be done. Therefore, “openness and transparency were of the essence in order to
promote credibility and trust.” This lent support to the three subcategories of situational factors,
and to mediating and ensuring transparency for both administrative as well as departmental
decisions, while also providing professional support. When asked if she could categorize the
different types of content in her daily emails, she reported the fol lowing: “...instructions, directives
(sort of official communiqués) combined with information or matters of professional nature and

personal tidbits.”

The situational factors related to leadership that we identified in our study included: 1)
mediating administrative decisions and policies; 2) discussing departmental decisions and policy
to ensure transparency and implementation; 2) providing professional support on the level of the
institution; and 4) time keeping/citing milestones. Examples of each of the characteristics related

to situational factors appear in Table 3.

Table 3: Features of the situational factor and exemplary quotes

Feature Exemplary quote

Mediating administrative Let me emphasize, once again, that the purpose of this request is to help the
decisionsand policies University learn and find solutions to problems that arise as we all make the
transition from frontal to online teaching and learning ...(Day 1)

Discussing departmental AS FAR AS OUR DEPARTMENT IS CONCERNED, WE WILL CONTINUE
decisionsand policies to AS PLANNED AND GIVE ONLINE EXAMS OR TAKE-HOME EXAMS AS
ensure transparency and MOODLE ASSIGNMENTS, AS YOU INFORMED DINA. THOSE FEW
implementation TEACHERS WHO REQUESTED TO GIVE ON CAMPUS EXAMS WILL DO

SO AND THEY MUST BE PRESENT DURING THE EXAM AND
INVIGILATE [Caps in original] (Day 86)
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Providing professional ...we are doing everything in our power to be of assistance, resolve situations,
support on thelevel of the  cope with emergencies, while acting in our best interests and in compliance
institution with University directives (Day 1)

Time-keeping/citing iDia 80, incredible! Big, big gulp!!! And what better way to begin this eightieth
milestones milestone... (Day 80)

Contextual Analysis

The characteristics of each of the three factors of adaptive leadership were presented above.
In this section we wish to present a complete email message to illustrate the factors within their
original context. Following is an analysis of the message the DH sent to staff on the first day of

the semester.

The message begins with two Situational subcategories as well as one Relational

subcategory:

Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Below, please find a Google form for you to complete every time you teach during the next
couple of weeks [discussing departmental decisions and policies to ensure transparency and
implementation] (thank you, Elaine, for creating the form) [praising/thanking staff members]. This
will help Dina to complete the daily report requested by the Academic Secretary. Let me
emphasise, once again, that the purpose of this request is to help the University learn and find
solutions to problems that arise as we all make the transition from frontal to online teaching and
learning [gives URL] [mediating administrative decisions and policies].

The next section integrates five Relational subcategories and one Situational category:

We have survived the first day of our new reality [time-keeping/citing milestones],and |
would like to take this opportunity to commend you all for your collegiality, your professionalism,
and your solidarity [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members]. | realise
that we are all stretched very thin by the demands of our new circumstances. Working from home
can be quite challenging at the best of times, and all the more so if you have to contend with small
children clamouring for attention or you are fighting anxiety and concerns for loved ones far away.

The fact is that our forced “shelter at home” has brought about a whole set of very real disruptions
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toour lives, our work routines have been drastically altered, and, quite understandably, our nerves
are frayed, as we scramble to adapt to the new reality. Plainly speaking, it is very difficult to
concentrate and to do our work [addressing staff well-being by recognizing/acknowledging
difficulties of staff members]. And yet, here you are, rising to the occasion, learning new tools,
sharing information, experiences, and best practices; consulting, assisting, mentoring,
collaborating, creating, communicating [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff
members]. The flurry of messages today was both comforting and inspiring, helping us to learn
and do and cope [community building and promoting inclusivity]. jBravo! Kudos to all
[promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members]! And keep the questions and
tips coming. We all benefit from them [communicating expectations from staff/future plans and

community building and promoting inclusivity].

The message continues with one Dispositional and two Situational subcategories:

| am also aware that some of our messages may seem intrusive and annoying [sharing
personal opinions]. But please bear with us and trust that our intentions are good (as the song
goes) and that we are doing everything in our power to be of assistance, resolve situations, cope
with emergencies, while acting in our best interests and in compliance with University
directives [discussing departmental decisions and policies to ensure transparency and

implementations and providing professional support on the level of the institution].
The message ends with one Dispositional subcategory and two Relational subcategories:

In order to bring some encouragement and inspiration, let me end by sharing a Piktochart
| came across that provides some interesting pointers for making the transition fromthe real world
to the digital learning environment: [provides URL] [sharing work-related/professional

information from own teaching experience and/or from a source outside the university].

Thank you all! [promoting staff well-being by praising/thanking staff members] | send
you strength and positive energy for tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that
[addressing/promoting staff well-being].

Warmly,
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate how an educational leader supported her staff
in transitioning from in-person to ERT and the strategies and actions she adopted to do so.
Organizational crises are often accompanied by fears, tensions, and a sense of loss of control and
under such circumstances, leadership skills are put to the ultimate test in navigating unexplored

territory.

The findings provide validation for Mutch’s (2015) model of adaptive leadership in
providing evidence of the three factors that characterize this type of leadership: dispositional,
relational and situational factors. Furthermore, the descriptions of the features of these factors also
received additional support in our findings. The dispositional factors of the DH’s leadership
included personal and professional background as well as personal opinions and preferences. The
relational factors of the DH’s leadership emphasized community building and a concern for the
teachers’ welfare and well-being. The situational factors related to attention to the wider
institutional context. The characterization of each of the three factors are in line with their

description in Mutch’s (2015) model.

A central and widely accepted theory in the field of adaptive leadership is that proposed by
Heifetz et al. (2009), whereby leaders may need to reinvent themselves as they rally their team in
traversing unknown terrain. In the current study, the findings show that the DH made every effort
to rally the teachers around the common goal of effectively implementing ERT and at the same

time ensuring quality instruction.

Withregard to the relative weighting of the three factors as they were reflected in the DH’s
email messages, both the dispositional and relational factors were more or less equally weighted
(45% and 39% respectively); in other words, they constituted the main strategies in the DH’s
adaptive leadership. In contrast, the situational factors constituted only 17% of the content of her
email messages. On the one hand, perhaps the DH only partially shared the information that was
relayed by the authorities; on the other hand, it may reflect the actual extent of the involvement of

the administration.
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The DH, with the onset of COVID-19 and closure of the university campus, testified that
some of her decisions were planned whereas others were intuitive. For example, in relation to the
frequency of email messages she wrote that it was “a purely intuitive and very visceral decision”
to make it a daily occurrence. However, the efforts that were required to write daily messages
came with a personal price, as evidenced by her own response: “l was totally swallowed up by my
perceived need to function effectively and affectively, and | am still paying a heavy price.”

When asked to reflect on what, if anything, writing the daily emails taught her about
leadership in times of crisis, she (perhaps unknowingly) echoed the essence of adaptive leadership

within her context:

“..leadership is essential, particularly in times of crisis. Leaders need to spring into
action; they need to be seen and felt, they need to be proactive. They must communicate and
interact with all tiers within the Department and the institution, and the field. They must be
available at all times. They must question, ask, learn, educate themselves in order to encourage

their staff'to do likewise. You have to be if you want and expect others to become.”

It is clear that the DH made every effort to support her staff in transitioning to ERT and
even more than that. She adapted to the changing situation, provided direction, and, most

importantly, attended to teachers’ well-being and sense of community.

The main limitation of the study relates to the fact that the correspondence was for the most
part unidirectional; in other words, we are knowledgeable about what was written to the teachers,
but not with regard to their possible responses to them. The scope of this report was limited solely
to the writings of the DH. In the wider study, data regarding teachers' attitudes and actions during
this semester were gathered, and these will be analyzed in light of the current findings.

Among the strengths of the study is that the results lend support to the theory of adaptive
leadership, in that the three leadership factors suggested by Mutch (2015) were clearly identified.
Furthermore, additional insights into the features of each factor are provided. Finally, the focus on
educational leaders' roles during times of crisis sheds light on a context that has received limited

research attention in the past.

The major implication of the study is that leaders should become familiar with factors that

impact their decisions and actions during a crisis in order to be able to lead more effectively. This
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may be enhanced by examining their own responses within the framework of Dispositional,
Relational and Situational factors. This framework would also help them to better identify those
factors over which they have greater control, specifically Relational factors. Another implication
is that given the difficulties involved in supporting others, which may sometimes lead to feelings
of uncertainty and isolation, leaders should actively seek the advice and support of their peers

within and outside their institution.

In conclusion, the leadership skills identified in this study, while clearly reflecting the DH’s
distinct personality and disposition, can be adopted by leaders in similar contexts and crisis
situations. These skills may not necessarily be acquired through training and each leader needs to
find his/her own personal voice. The application of these same leadership skills (e.g., community
building, promotion of professional development, peer learning and sharing) in the day-to-day
functioning of the department will positively impact the work of its members. Furthermore, it will

stand them in good stead to face crisis situations in the future.
References
Boin, A. McConnell, A., Hart, P. & Preston, T. (2009). Leadership style, crisis response and

blame management: The case of Hurricane Katrina. Public Administration, 3, 706—723.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.2010.01836.x.

Compton, L. K. L. (2009). Preparing language teachers to teach language online: A look at skills,
roles, and responsibilities. Computer Assisted Language Learning, 22(1), 73-99.

Develotte, C., Guichon, N., & Vincent, C. (2010). The use of the webcam for teaching a foreign
language in a desktop videoconferencing environment. ReCALL, 22, 293-312.

Fink, S. (1986). Crisis management: Planning for the inevitable. New York: Amacom.

Firestone, S. (2020). What Is Crisis Leadership? In: Biblical Principles of Crisis Leadership.
Christian Faith Perspectives in Leadership and Business. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-44955-1 2

Golden, J. E. (2016). Supporting online faculty through communities of practice: Finding the
faculty voice. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 53(1), 84-93.

Harvard Business Essentials (2004). Crisis management. Boston: Harvard Business School
Press.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
84


http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.2010.01836.x.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-44955-1_2

Forging Ahead Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Heifetz, R. A., Grashow, A., & Linsky, M. (2009). The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools
and Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World. Boston, MA: Harvard
Business Press.

Hixon, E., Barczyk, C., Buckenmeyer, J., & Feldman, L. (2011). Mentoring university faculty to
become high quality online educators: A program evaluation. Online Journal of Distance
Learning Administration, 14, 1-11.

Hodges, C., Moore, S., Lockee, B., Trust, T., & Bond, A. (2020, March 27). The difference
between emergency remote teaching and online learning. EQUCAUSE Review.
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-
teaching-and-online-learning

Holsti, O.R. (1969). Content Analysis for the Social Sciences and Humanities. Reading, MA:
Addison-Wesley.

Khan, A., Egbu, O., Palkie, B. & Madden, J. (2017). Active learning: Engaging studentsto
maximize learning in an online course. The Electronic Journal of e-Learning, 15(2), 107-
115.

Mackey, J., Gilmore, F., Dabner, N., Breeze, D., & Buckley, P. (2012). Blended Learning for
Academic Resilience in Times of Disaster or Crisis. MERLOT Journal of Online
Learning and Teaching, 8(2), 122—-135.

Marshall, J., Roache, D. & Moody-Marshall, R. (2020) Crisis leadership: A critical examination
of educational leadership in higher education in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.
ISEA - International Studies in Educational Administration, 48(3), 30-37.

Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Crisis. In Merriam-Webster.comdictionary. Retrieved January 23,
2022, from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crisis

Milburn, TW., Schuler, R.S., & Watman, K.H. (1983). Organizational Crisis. Part I: Definition
and Conceptualization. Human Relations, 6(12). 1141-1160

Mutch, C. (2015). Leadership in times of crisis: Dispositional, relational and contextual
factors influencing school principals’ actions. International Journal of Disaster Risk
Reduction, 14, 186-194.

Mutch, C. (2015). Leadership in times of crisis: Dispositional, relational and contextual factors
influencing school principals’ actions. International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction,
14, 186-194.

Netolicky, D.M. (2020). School leadership during a pandemic: navigating tensions. Journal of
Professional Capital and Community 5(3/4), 391-395.

Seeger, M. W, Sellnow, T. L., & Ulmer, R. R. (1998). Communication, organization and crisis.
In M. E. Roloff (Ed.), Communication Yearbook (21, pp. 231-275). Thousand Oak, CA:
Sage.

85 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023


https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/3/the-difference-between-emergency-remote-teaching-and-online-learning
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crisis

Amdur & Spector-Cohen

Stickler, U., & Shi, L. (2013). Supporting Chinese speaking skills online. System, 41, 50-69.

Stickler, U., Hampel, R., & Emke, M. (2020). A developmental framework for online language
teaching skills. Australian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 3(1), 133-151.

Tarrant, R. (2011). Leadership through a school tragedy: A case study. Australasian Journal of
Disaster & Trauma Studies 3, 77-87.

Trust, T. & Whalen, J. (2020). Should teachers be trained in emergency remote teaching?
Lessons learned from the COVID-19 Pandemic. Journal of Technology and Teacher
Education, 28(2), 189-199. Waynesville, NC USA: Society for Information Technology
& Teacher Education. Retrieved from https://www.learntechlib.org/primary/p/215995/.

Tull, S. P. C., Dabner, N., & Ayebi-Arthur, K. (2017). Social media and e-learning in response to
seismic events: Resilient practices. Journal of Open, Flexible and Distance Learning,
21(1), 63-76.

Yeo, R.K. (2021). In praise of COVID-19: Discovering adaptive leadership in unprecedented
times. Strategic HR Review, 20(3), 102-108.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
86


https://www.learntechlib.org/primary/p/215995/

QEPIE=

for Purposes of
rnati

Volume 1: Issue 1

2023

When the Sirens Sound: Arab and Jewish Students Engaging in English Conversation
Through Virtual Exchange

Devora Hellerstein!, Jessica Leitner?, Hiba Hamarshi?, Izar Taha?
'The Levinsky-Wingate Academic College

2The Arab Academic College of Education — Haifa

Abstract

In this mixed-methods exploratory study, we examined a Virtual Exchange (VE) program
between students in two teacher training colleges, one with a predominantly Arab population and
the other with a predominantly Jewish population in Israel. Unlike traditional cross-border VE
interventions, the aims of the intranational program were to develop students' intercultural
communicative competence and enhance relations between students from both communities living
in the same country. Seventy-three students were divided into seven mixed Arab-Jewish groups

which conducted 16 discussion sessions in English as the lingua franca.

A thematic content analysis of the recorded sessions was conducted to evaluate
intercultural communicative competence throughout the program. In addition, at the end of the
program feedback surveys were filled out by the participants regarding their perceptions about

taking part in the program and satisfaction with diverse aspects of the program.

Findings indicated that students felt they benefited from the VE, especially from the
opportunity to meet and learn about students from other cultures with whom they share the same
country borders yet have little, if any, meaningful interaction. Also, their self-confidence in
speaking in English increased, as they do not have much opportunity to practice this skill regularly

in their classrooms.
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Introduction

Virtual Exchange (VE) has been defined as a form of online interaction between students
from diverse geographical areas and cultures for the purpose of developing language learning,
content learning, intercultural skills, and/or digital literacy skills (e.g., Dooly, 2017; Helm & Guth,
2010; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd, Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019). It offers teachers of English for
Purposes of International Communication (EPIC) an authentic platform for their learners to use
language. As advocated by the CEFR, VE places students in real-life situations as students from

diverse cultures meet and learn about one another (e.g., O'Dowd, 2018; 2021).

VE has been around for several decades, but with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic
which imposed emergency remote teaching and learning upon much of the world, practice of and
research on VE has surged. In the vast majority of VE programs, online interaction is conducted
between students from different countries in English as the lingua franca. In 2021, O'Dowd
conducted a qualitative content analysis of 345 student portfolios written by Spanish students.
These portfolios were submitted by students taking part in one of 13 VE programs, each with
partner universities spanning seven different countries across Europe, the U.S., and the Middle
East. O'Dowd's analysis revealed several distinct learning outcomes. These included dispelling
stereotypes and overgeneralizations, developing openness and curiosity, developing empathy and
the ability to accept and understand different perceptions, and improving successful

communication in the target language for authentic purposes.

However, O'Dowd (2021) also found, as have others (Ware & Kramsch, 2005), instances
of minimization as students fail to move beyond an attempt to find how similar they are, and avoid
exploring differences and a diversity of viewpoints (Bennett, 1993). This has been found to be a
result of discussions that remain at a superficial level of assumed cultural difference. Also
identified in the literature were situations of failure in communication and conflict due to language
or cultural challenges (Lawrence & Specter-Cohen, 2018; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd, Sauro &
Spector-Cohen, 2019; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). These critical incidents can either deteriorate
relations between the groups, or be leveraged to teach negotiation and reconciliation skills. By
critical incidents, the current study refers to pivotal instances characterized by their potential to

significantly impact students' understanding of cultural differences and their ability to effectively
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communicate across cultures. With appropriate facilitation which encourages students to reflect
upon them, they can prompt a shift in perception and an increased tolerance for ambiguity (Lee, et
al., 2014; Schoorman & Bogotch, 2010).

O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen (2019) argue that facilitation is a key factor for
successful intercultural interaction in VE. They outlined three approaches: 1) introducing online
interaction strategies prior to the exchange; 2) taking part by leading the students in the online
exchange; and 3) integrating students' online interactions within class work. The first is
recommended as a way to prepare students for the exchange by providing them with cultural
background about the group they will meet and general key skills for coping in intercultural
situations. In the second, discussions inthe exchange are led by a facilitator who has typically been
trained to some extent in how to lead an intercultural encounter with such skills as active listening,
asking appropriate questions, and providing a safe space for students to share their thoughts and
feelings. In the third, samples of critical incidents extracted from online exchanges are presented
to the participants in their respective classrooms to reflect upon and raise awareness of cultural

differences or misunderstandings.
Intranational Virtual Exchange

VE programs that are aimed at developing students' intercultural communicative
competence most often refer to cross-border collaborations between students from different
countries. However, VE can also be an effective tool for bringing together students of diverse
cultures who do not typically engage with one another within the same geographical area. This
type of exchange has been much less explored, and research on intranational VE, which focuses
on fostering connections and learning experiences between diverse groups within the same
national context, is limited. One notable example is Heritage Telecollaboration for heritage
language learners (Institute for Language Education in Transcultural Context, 2023) which
promotes expanding knowledge of students' own cultural heritage and enhancing relations between
heritage speakers of Spanish in the U.S. Within its framework, Vafio Garcia (2023) developed a
program in which students who were heritage speakers of Spanish from different Latinx
backgrounds in the U.S. collaborated online to deepen their knowledge of their own and other

Latinx cultures.
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Intranational VE can be especially beneficial in enhancing relations between groups with
socio-political conflict. White et al. (2019) found that online interactions between Protestants and
Catholics in Northern Ireland decreased intergroup anxiety. Another study examined the impact
of an online exchange program in Turkey based on email correspondence between Turks and
Kurds and found enhanced attitudes toward one another (Bagci, et al., 2021). Yazbak Abu Ahmad
and Hoter (2019) carried out a year-long program on culture through minority literature which
comprised ten online meetings between Arab-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli students from five
education colleges in Israel. Results indicated that fears about working together decreased and

perceptions of the other culture improved.
The Israeli Context

Israel’s population is widely diverse. It is inhabited by nine and a half million people
comprising 74% Jewish citizens, 22% Arab citizens, and 5% citizens of other minorities. The
Jewish population has been largely formed by immigration waves and 20% of today's Jewish
population immigrated to the country, most recently from Russia, France, US, Ukraine, and
Ethiopia. Among the Arab population, 84% are Muslim, 9% are Christian, and 7% are Druze
(Central Bureau of Statistics, 2023). In addition, both the Arab and Jewish populations are further

variegated by levels of religiosity, ranging from secular, traditional, religious to ultra-religious.

This diversity of culturesin the Israeli population serves as fertile ground for intercultural
exchanges that focus on the development of intercultural competence. However, this process is
hindered by the overall segregation of Jewish, Muslim, Christian, Druze and Bedouin
communities, each of which may be further divided according to religiosity levels. Schools and
other services cater to the needs of each community. Consequently, little interaction takes place
among children from the different communities. In particular, due to linguistic and socio-political
barriers, meaningful interaction between the Arab and Jewish populations is infrequent. At the
same time, efforts are made to promote shared living and gradual changes towards greater
opportunities for integration in several areas of life have been reported (Kuttner, 2017; Shwed, et
al., 2014).

Often, the first framework where young adults from Israel's diverse communities interact

is higher education. Unfortunately, research findings indicate that even when studying side by side,
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little meaningful engagement occurs between students from the Arab and Jewish communities. In
a large-scale comprehensive study aimed at exploring relations between Jewish and Arab students
in higher education, 4,697 Arab and Jewish students from 12 higher education institutions were
surveyed about their perceptions and attitudes towards their own group and the other group, their
sense of belonging to the institution, and their perceptions of discrimination and racism on campus.
Among the findings, an increase in the number of friends from the other group during their studies
was found, though the motivation for proximity was limited to the framework of their studies and
did not increase beyond. Among Arab students, motivation for proximity dropped in their final
year before graduation. Most encounters at the institution did not lead to changes in attitudes,
with the exception of collaborative work in academic courses which was found to have the greatest
impact on increasing motivation for proximity. One of the main conclusions of the study was that
the academic space has the potential to enhance relations between students from both groups,
however, "simply being present together in the same space does not lead to positive social change
if the encounter remains minimal and there is no additional intervention™ (Aslih, et al., 2020, p.4).
These findings support earlier reports of "missed opportunities” in higher education for enhancing
positive attitudes of Arab and Jewish students towards each other (Abbas et al, 2018; Skye &
Arnon, 2017). Nevertheless, Aslih et al. (2020) did find that attitudes of Arab and Jewish students
towards one another were enhanced as a response to structured interventionsthat aimed to promote
dialogue and collaborative work. As such, sharing a virtual space in a structured manner may prove
more effective than merely sharing the physical space of the classroom without an intended aim
and a structured intervention to promote meaningful interactions. In the current absence of
extensive valuable face-to-face interactions in higher education in Israel, VE can provide
opportunities for Arab and Jewish students to interact in a constructive manner that can lead to
enhanced relations by increasing intercultural communicative competence (Yazbak Abu Ahmad
& Hoter, 2019).

Informed by literature on the potential of VE to develop intercultural communicative
competence, the current study explored a VE English discussion program between students in two
teacher education colleges in Israel, one with predominantly Arab students (the Arab college’)
and the other with predominantly Jewish students (the ‘Jewish college’). While the vast majority
of VE aims to develop intercultural understanding and enhance intercultural communication

between students in different countries, the present study examined the effect of VE in English as
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the lingua franca on enhancing the intercultural communicative competence of students from the
same country, but from diverse cultural communities. It aims to contribute to the limited, yet

steadily expanding body of research in this field.

The following research questions guided the study: (1) How would a VE in English affect
the intercultural communicative competence of Arab and Jewish students in Israel? (2) How would

students perceive this experience?
Methods

The study employed an exploratory mixed-methods research design and is mainly framed

within a qualitative research paradigm (Patton, 2002).
Participants

Undergraduate students (N=73; F=56 and M =17 male; mean age = 20.5) from two teacher
education colleges took part. Forty-two attended the Arab college and were studying in diverse
academic programs, with the majority in the English teacher education program. Thirty-one
students attended the Jewish college studying in a physical education teacher education (PETE)

program.
Procedure

Following approval by the Ethics Committee of each institution, students from both
colleges were recruited to take part in the English conversation program. In one college students
participated in the program as an integral part of their English course and in the other college
participation was optional and awarded the participants extra-credit points towards their final

grade.

Students who registered for the VE took the EF-SET-50 online English evaluation test
(efset.org). They were then placed into seven interinstitutional discussion groups based on their

proficiency level (See Table 1).
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Table 1: Students' English proficiency level at baseline

Al A2 B1 B2 C1 C2
Students from the Arab college 0 6 6 6 6 0
Students from the Jewish college 6 9 14 4 2 4

Due to the imbalance in proficiency levels between the two institutions, groups were

slightly heterogeneous, but with no more than one CEFR level of difference between the students.

Each group included an average of ten students, approximately half from each institution.

Discussions were facilitated by four volunteer teachers and three students. Participants met online

for one hour weekly during two semesters, experiencing occasional interruptions due to holidays

and exams. Each semester consisted of eight sessions. In the tenth session, they met in a face-to-

face event held on one of the college campuses, intended to strengthen the connections that had

been developing. The visit included events with recreational activities, which added a physical

contact component, and a shared meal.

Seven facilitators from diverse backgrounds were recruited to guide the discussions (See

Table 2).

Table 2: Description of facilitators (group numbers as they appear in the findings)

Group Position Nationality Religion Gender

1 Graduate Student American Christian F

2 Graduate Student Arab-Israeli Muslim F

3 Teacher American Christian F

4 Teacher American-Israeli Jewish F

5 Teacher Arab-Israeli Muslim F

6 Undergraduate Jewish-Israeli Jewish M
Student

7 Undergraduate Jewish-Israeli Jewish M
Student
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Each session focused on a specific topic and discussion facilitators were provided with
activities to prompt dialogue, such as interactive games designed on the online platforms Wordwall
and Kahoot!, breakout room discussions involving 3-4 students of mixed backgrounds on
questions regarding cultural practices and personal views on diverse issues, and collaborative
tasks. The discussion topics that were chosen aimed at increasing knowledge and raising awareness
about diverse practices around the world and the participants' own cultural backgrounds. To
illustrate, in one session the topic of exploration was dating and marriage customs. Initially,
students worked collaboratively in breakout rooms, tasked with researching practicesin a certain
culture. Subsequently, they reconvened with the larger group to share and discuss the information.
Students then drew upon their own cultural backgrounds to exchange insights, actively engaging
with one another through questions aimed at gaining a deeper understanding of the customs,
symbols, and ceremonies specific to each culture (See Table 3 for the program timeline and session

topics and modality).

Table 3: Program Timeline, Topics and Modality

Week Topic Modality
1 Introduction to program Online
2 Work practices, values and ethics Online
3 Homes around the globe Online
4 Entertainmentand cancel culture Online
5 Holidays Online
6 Datingand courting practices Online
7 Cultural do's and don'ts Online
8 The life cycle and aging Online

Semester Break
9 You and your personality Online
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10 Visit of students from Arab college at the Jewish college | Face-to-Face
11 Diverse meanings and expressions of friendship Online
12 Wedding customs and their reflection of culture Online
13 Gender issues Online
14 Diverse education approaches Online
15 Concepts of honesty and truth Online
16 The future — individually, socially, and globally Online

Four external researchers observed the recorded sessions for analysis. Two were Jewish
American-Israelis who were native English speakers and two were Muslim Arab-Israelis who were
native Arabic speakers. All four researchers were English language teachers in the institutions that

collaborated in the program.
Data Collection Methods
Qualitative Content Analysis of Discussion Sessions

With the informed consent of the participants, online sessionswere conducted and recorded
on Zoom, totaling 105 hours of recordings. A process of both a deductive and inductive thematic
analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) of the observed sessions was conducted. In the first round of
analysis each researcher sampled two groups using an initial observation sheet that was prepared
with key themes informed by O'Dowd (2021): (1) Openness (to learning about the other group’s
culture); (2) Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; (3) Discussion of difference;
(4) Miscommunication; and (5) Conflict. Each observer also coded the discussions for constructing
additional potential themes. Four of the seven groups were then selected for observationand each
pair of researchers observed and analyzed two of them (15 hours each). During the second round
of inductive observations, a theme that was not predetermined emerged — 'shared global identity,
referring to a sense of belonging or identification transcending national, cultural, or regional
boundaries by recognizing commonalities or values that unite them (Castells, 2010). For the third

stage of observations the key themes that were finalized for analysis were (1) Openness; (2)
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Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; and (3) Shared global and professional
identity. Each session was observed for critical instances and discussions exemplifying the themes

identified and recorded.
Student Feedback Form

An anonymous online feedback form was filled out by students in the last session. It
comprised four sections. Demographic information was provided in the first section. Seven
statements regarding student satisfaction with the program were evaluated ona 5-point Likert scale
(1-very unsatisfied to 5-very satisfied) in the second section. Five questions about students'
interpersonal and intercultural familiarity with students from other cultures in their discussion
groups were posed. In the final section students were asked nine open and closed questions

regarding their experience and recommendations for future programs.
Findings
Thematic Content Analysis

Thematic content analysis of the English discussions between Arab and Jewish students
yielded evidence for three key themes: (1) Openness (to learning about the diverse culture); (2)
Accepting diverse viewpoints and dispelling stereotypes; and (3) Shared global identity.

Openness

The data provided evidence of student openness to learn about the customs and habits of
diverse cultures. However, many students also showed a significant lack of knowledge, not only
about the culture of the other groups, but also about their own. In one of the earlier sessions in the
program, which focused on food and dietary laws, the majority of Arab students did not know the
meaning of keeping 'kosher' and the majority of Jewish students were unfamiliar with the meaning
of keeping 'halal’. While the assumption was that such basic customs practiced by both
communities in Israel would be common knowledge, the discussions revealed that many students,
in fact, did not know, and some had never heard of, these practices. Some also struggled to explain
their own practices to the students of other cultures. The following discussion illustrates this

complexity:
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(Group 1, Session 1)
- Muslim student: What is 'kosher'?

- Jewish student: kasher

- Muslim student: What is it? What is 'kasher'?

- Jewish student: ... you know, 'kasher'

- Druze student: (In Arabic) - you are not allowed to eat pork or seafood.
- Jewish student to Druze student: How did you explain it?

- Druze student: It's like 'halal’.

- Jewish student: What is 'halal'?

- Muslim student: What you can/cannot eat.

The above excerpt shows that the Jewish student was at a loss for words when asked to
explain the meaning of 'kosher." Since earlier in the discussion it was made known that the student
keeps 'kosher’, he knows what it means, but it seems that he was surprised to encounter a situation
in which someone might not know its meaning. He assumes — 'you know, kasher' — that the other
student simply didn't understand the pronunciation, but of course, must be familiar with the term.
When his Druze peer explains the term in Arabic, he is interested to learn how to explain something
that seems so obvious to him and which he had never considered needing to explain. Interestingly,
it is the student who is neither Jewish nor Muslim who succeeds in mediating the terms one to the
other. Another possibility is that explaining the term in English was difficult due to language
limitations. However, in other instances, the students resorted to speaking in Hebrew for the

purpose of clarification and the other students in the group would help explain the ideain English.

A discussion on holidays similarly showed an interest in understanding one another's
holidays and practices, but again highlighted the lack of knowledge each possessed about their
own and the others' cultures. In one discussion, a religious Muslim student wearing a hijab gave
an inaccurate explanation of why Al Qadr Night (the night on which God first revealed the Qur'an
to the Prophet Muhammad) is celebrated. Similarly, many Jewish students were not able to
properly explain the Passover Seder night, other than the fact that there is a large meal. As such,
many of the tasks intended for students to share their knowledge about basic termsand customsin
their cultures in fact became opportunities for them to learn about their own. The role of the
facilitator became crucial, as in some groups he/she assisted the students in the search for
information and guided them in developing their curiosity and skills of discovery (Byram, 1997)
about their own and others' customs and practices.
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A topicthat particularly attracted the interest and discussion among the students was about
dating, marriage and wedding practices (Session 12). At this later stage in the program, students
showed that their openness to learn about the others' cultures had increased. While conversations
at the start of the program took shape in a ping-pong style of question-answer between the
facilitator and the students, at this stage the students were asking one another questions directly
and provided their own comments and views. Through discussions on this topic, students not only
increased their knowledge on the basic customs practiced by each group, they also practiced
‘interpreting and relating' practices (Byram, 1997), pointing out similarities and differences
between them. For example, Arab students learned about the Jewish wedding canopy, or ‘chupa,’
and the tradition of the groom stomping on a glass cup to break it at the end of the ceremony.

(Group 3, Session 12)
- Muslim student (asking about a photo, laughing): What is he doing? Breaking his leg?
Jumping?

- Jewish student (laughing): He's breaking a glass cup. It's a tradition for the groom to break
the cup. It's for good luck.

- Muslim student: Why? Is there a meaning to breaking it? | know that when Jews break a
glass, they say 'Mazel Tov' (‘Congratulations’)

- Jewish student: Yes, but | don't know why.
- Muslim student: We have something similar — breaking a vase.

Jewish students learned from their Arab peers the tradition of the bride and groom drinking
from a vase and breaking it together, but again the meaning of this tradition (signifying the break
from the past and the start of a new life together) was not known. The students further compared
the celebration of a single day in Jewish weddings, with the week of celebrations for Muslim
weddings (referredto as liali [nights in Arabic]. Other regional and social dialects call these
celebrations as liali falastiniya [Palestinian nights in Arabic] or t'alil [aspiring hope in Arabic],
and asked one another their views of such ceremonies. In one of the groups, the Muslim facilitator

had just been married and shared photos of her wedding:
(Group 2, Session 12)

- Muslim facilitator: Our weddings are so complicated.
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- Jewish student 1: I heard you have three days, lots of parties
- Muslim student 1: We have a whole week, every day somethingelse.

- Muslim student 2: Yes, my sister just got married. We have ‘#'alil’ before the 'henna’ night,
then 3 days of celebrations...

- Jewish student 2: What do you think about this?
- Muslimstudent 1: It's great.

- Muslim facilitator: You won't like it if it's at your home...people come all day, and you
have to prepare food and then clean the next day. It's exhausting...

At this later stage of the program, the students are less surprised by the lack of familiarity
with their customs by the students from other cultures and more prepared to provide explanations.
While still lacking knowledge of the significance of certain traditions, they were more apt at
'suspending disbelief' (Bryam, 1997). That is, they appeared to set aside preconceived notions
about the familiarity of students from other cultures with their own, showing greater openness and
an ability to take into consideration the perspective of someone who is unfamiliar with their own

traditions.

Another opportunity to learn about the diversity of cultures enabled by VE was the
acquisition of unspoken knowledge gained through exposure to each other's natural environments.
In one instance, for example, an Arab student was conversing with a Jewish student in a breakout
room. In the background a muezzin (calling from the mosque summoning Muslims to prayer)
began sounding in the background. When asked about the sounds, the Arab student explained that
she lived across from a mosque. In another instance, one of the students was observed by his
conversation partner sitting outside with horses behind him. He explained that he lived on a
moshav and gave his group a 'tour' on camera of his home and yard. The VE allowed the students
to virtually visit one another's homes, whether in an Arab village or a Jewish moshav, which many

had never physically done previously.
Accepting Diverse Viewpoints and Dispelling Stereotypes

During the discussions, a range of perspectives came to light, revealing that students sometimes
held different viewpoints from peers within their own cultural background while sharing similar
views with students from different backgrounds. For instance, this can be seen in discussions

related to single-gender and mixed-gender schools (Group 4, Session 14)
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- Jewish student 1: Of course boys and girls should study together.

- Jewish student 2: Well, I'm not sure. In some religious communities, it's [single-gender
schooling] the way they have always studied. It's part of their tradition — how their fathers
and grandfathers learned.

- Arab student 1: Yes, | agree with you. Same in some Arab communities, it is better for
them to learn separately, because of the religion.

- Arab student 2: I think this isn't right. | agree with (Jewish student 1). If a boy goes to
school only with boys, he won't know how to behave around a girl when he meets her.

- Arab student 1: Well, I accept what you are saying, but | disagree.

As demonstrated in the preceding exchange, Arab and Jewish students came to realize that
they could hold a shared perspective, even if that viewpoint was not in agreement with a fellow
student from their own cultural background. Furthermore, they exhibited a metacognitive

awareness by acknowledging their ability to agree to disagree.

Other situations indicated that the discussions led to dispelling stereotypes about the other

culture.
(Group 4, Session 13)

- Jewish student 1: | imagine that soccer isn't encouraged for girls in your village [Arab
village].

- Arab student 1: Actually, they really encourage girls to play soccer in my village. There is
a very strong women's soccer team!

The Jewish student assumed that sports would be discouraged for girls in the Arab
community based on assumptions regarding gender role differences in that community, and was
surprisedto learn that his assumptionwas false, and in fact the contrary was true.

Assumptions among some of the Arab students about their Jewish peers were generally
related to the belief that the latter lacked knowledge or interest about Arab culture, as illustrated

by the example below about food.
(Group 5, Session 4)

- Arab student: My favoritedish is makloubeh
- Jewish student: I love it too.
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- Arab student: Oh, you know it?

- Jewish student: I make it often. You should follow my recipes on Instagram. | also make
knafeh.

The Arab student was genuinely surprised that a Jewish student would not only be familiar
with Arab dishes, but also knew how to prepare them. Following this session the students reported
that they started to follow one another on Instagram.

Shared Global Identity

In many discussions, a common global identity surfaced through instances of international
values and popular culture figures that participants incorporated into their conversations. For
instance, during a discussion about gender roles, students shared awareness of the transformation

in women's status since their parents' generation, as illustrated below:
(Group 2, Session 13)

- Arab student 1 (female): I'm glad that today men believe that women should be equal with
men. In the past a woman couldn't do anything. She should just be a woman, stay at her
house, sitting there, making food, taking care of her kids. But not today. Today women
should be whoever they want to be, just like men.

- Arab student 2 (female): It's like in that song by Taylor Swift —"I'm glad I live in a world
where boys can play princessesand girls can play soldiers™

The students were able to identify with an international pop culture heroine, Taylor Swift,
to express their shared values of gender equality. Identification with international heroes and
values emerged in discussions among many of the groups and on diverse topics. For instance,
when discussing their views of education (Session 14), the majority of the students, whether
educated in Arab or Jewish schools, recounted studying in predominantly overcrowded teacher -
centered classes. They similarly shared views that education should be experiential and student-
centered, relating to the international Korean television series, 'School," about an alternative arts

school.

In a discussion on entertainment (Session 4), students across cultures shared their
admiration for K-pop bands, such as Stray Kids. However, as seen earlier, they were unfamiliar
with each other's local culture. Most of the Arab students were not familiar with either Arab or
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Jewish celebrities and cultural heroes on Hebrew-speaking television widely recognized by
virtually all of the Jewish students. The majority of the Arab students were studying to become
English teachers and were well read in English literature, yet had never heard of Sayed Kashua,
the well-known Palestinian-Israeli writer. At the same time, Jewish students were equally
unfamiliar with local or international Arab culture heroes. Discussions on the topic revealed they
had never studied at school or considered studying Arab writers in Jewish schools or Jewish writers

in Arab schools.

Another significant identity that students shared and discussed in depth was their teacher -
professional identity. They expressed acommon existential struggle to survive financially as future
teachers.

(Group 2, Session 14)
- Arab student: I'm going to start teaching next year, and I'm really scared. | mean | was

making more money working at a supermarket, and it is so much easier.

- Jewish student: Yes, we study for four years, and we can't make a living. It's really unfair.
| don't know what I'm going to do next year.

- Arab student: And the children don't respect you at all. They see your car when you drive
to school and laugh that their parents make more money and drive a better car than their
teacher.

The students clearly empathized with one another and shared the same fears for their
financial future as teachers and the little respect they get from students due to the low status of the
profession. They also shared teaching experiences and gave one another advice. As some of the
students were interning in schools, they shared challenges such as coping with unruly children in
the classroom. The students in the group supported one another and gave advice on discipline or

how to cope with diverse teaching dilemmas.
Feedback Form
Quantitative Findings

Of the 73 participants in the program, 65 filled out a feedback form in the last session. The
mean score of closed question items were calculated for each college and subjected to a

comprehensive analysis. Participants expressed high levels of satisfaction with the program, as
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evidenced by their ratings ranging from 4.5 to 5 (4 representing satisfaction and 5 indicating a high
level of satisfaction) (SD=4.85) across all assessed parameters (See Figure 1). In additionto high
satisfaction with the contents of the program (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0),
the atmosphere in the group (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0), the level of
cooperation and dialogue in the group (Arab College=4.53; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5;
SD=0), the group facilitator (Arab College=5; SD=0; Jewish College=5; SD=0) and general
enjoyment (Arab College=4.53=; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5; SD=0), the vast majority
of students believed they gained knowledge about other cultures in the program (Arab
College=4.53=; SD= SD = 0.353; Jewish College=5; SD=0).

Figure 1: Program Satisfaction
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In terms of intercultural and interpersonal familiarity, students from both institutions
perceived having a high level of knowledge regarding the cultures or communities of the
participants in their groups (Arab College=4; SD=0; Jewish College=4; SD=0). Put differently,
the available data does not confirm the knowledge the group members possess; it merely represents
their perceived familiarity. Students from both groups also perceived an increase in the knowledge
of the diverse cultures in their group (Arab College=4.5; SD=.0.71; Jewish College=5; SD=0), as

illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Program Satisfaction (cont.)
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When students were asked whether they formed new social relationships in the program,
almost half of the participants from the Jewish college (49%) and more than half of the participants
from the Arab college (64%) answered 'Yes." Additionally, it is noteworthy that nearly all
participants (with the exception of one) expressed their intention to recommend this program to

their peers, highlighting the program’s perceived high value among the participants.
Qualitative Data

When asked whether they had been familiar with other cultures prior to the program and
to provide details, most of the students responded they had visited other countries or had met
people from other cultures. However, as one of the students commented, "I would say that | had
some knowledge about other cultures but not in-depth. So, during the meetings, it extended my

knowledge and interest to search more about the given topic of a specific culture/religion.™

When asked what they enjoyed about the program, many of the students reported they had
an opportunity to express themselves inacomfortable setting: "'l was very comfortable, | expressed
my thoughts and my opinions, all the group members and the leader were good listeners", "the
ability to express myself without being judged”, or “talking freely and expressing my opinion.”
Moreover, students reported that their confidence to speak English increased and the program
provided them with an opportunity to practice their English speaking skills. Some students
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specifically attributed the increased confidence in speaking to the VE format: "In Zoom | felt |
learned more because | am not as shy to speak. When | am face-to-face when I am not so good in
the language, | become more quiet and embarrassed. In the breakout rooms when the number of

students is small, it's much less embarrassing to try and speak.”

Other comments related to the topics of discussion, as, for example, "I liked the topics of
each session. Each session included new exciting topics relating to culture, social life, everyday
life, and situations.” Additional comments related to the opportunity to meet new people: "The
people I met through the program", and "To meet with younger people and observe the way they
approached some subjects, such as cultural parties and thoughts about important issues, such as

marriage, for example."”

Feedback by students at the end of the program also showed high satisfaction with their
facilitators, and in the open question about the benefits of the program, many wrote that the
facilitators were a main reason for the sense of comfort and safety to speak freely and enjoyment

of the discussions.

While VE made it possible for the students to meet on a regular basis, when asked what
they would suggest to improve the program, 23% of students wrote they would have preferred
meeting face-to-face. One face-to-face meeting took place at the end of the first semester which
enabled students to physically meet for the first time. Unlike cross-border VE programs which
make physical face-to-face encounters extremely difficult, the geographical proximity of the
institutions enabled students after a semester of meeting online to meet in person and spend the
day together. The encounter was described by the vast majority of the participantsasamoving and
meaningful experience. While the relations were established through remote learning, the face-to-

face exchange seemed to have reinforced them and to bring them even closer.

Discussion

This study explored the effects of a VE English discussion program on the enhancement
of intercultural communicative competence among Arab and Jewish students in Israel. It also

examined the perceptions of the students regarding their participation in the program.
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Program Outcomes
Development of Intercultural Communicative Competence Through VE

The main facets of intercultural communicative competence that developed in the VE
sessions were openness, knowledge and skills of discovery, accepting diverse viewpoints, and
dispelling stereotypes (Bennett, 1993; Byram, 1997). These outcomes align with previous research
findings on the benefits of VE (Dooly, 2017; O'Dowd, 2021; O'Dowd & Dooly, 2020; O'Dowd,
Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019). Unlike those studies, however, the present study observed gains
among groups who live in the same country and share more or less the same geographic space,
government system, and similar official institutions. Yet, in many aspects such as cultural
background, language, and ethnic and religious environment, the distance is substantial, leading

to potential fears and preconceived notions about one another.

While VE has been traditionally implemented and widely researched in cross-border
interactions, existing literature on intranational VE is much more limited. In the U.S., Villa and
JesUs Barros Garcia (2022) initiated a VE program between 40 students from New York and 49
from Chicago from diverse Latinx groups studying in Spanish Heritage Language courses. Their
findings revealed that VE served as a powerful space for fostering dialogue, sharing experiences,
and facilitating critical analysis of the participants' diverse Latinx cultural heritages and bicultural

identities, particularly as minorities in the United States.

Other studies have indicated that an intranational VE can be particularly effective for
groups in conflict. White, et al. (2019) found that VE lowered intergroup anxiety between
Protestants and Catholics in Ireland. In Turkey, an email correspondence program enhanced
attitudes between Turks and Kurds (Bagci et al., 2021). Moreover, Yazbak Abu Ahmad and Hoter
(2019) observed that an intervention among Arab-Palestinian and Jewish-Israeli students of
educationin Israel reduced fears about collaborating on joint projects. Similarly, the current study
found that the intranational VE program had a positive impact on intercultural understanding and

relations between Arab and Jewish students.

We offer a possible explanation for the positive effects of the intranational VE. The
program provided an opportunity for students from diverse backgrounds to engage with one

another, leading to a deeper understanding of their own cultures and the cultures of those in close
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proximity, with whom they typically have limited or no meaningful interaction. The students, who
for the most part were unfamiliar with each other's local cultures within Israel, discovered common
ground through international figures and shared values that distinguished them from their parents'
generation. Notably, they valued principles such as gender equality, career advancement, and
student-centered education to a similar degree. As future educators, they also identified with a
collective "We Teachers" culture, and united around the common aspiration to make a difference

in education based on shared global ideals.

Furthermore, the use of English as a lingua franca for discussions served as a bridge,
facilitating communication between the groups. While Arabic-speaking students could have
conversed in Hebrew, the advantage to native Hebrew speakers is bound to have affected the sense
of equal status among the groups (Allport, 1954). The equal footing established by the fact that
none of the participants were native speakers of English, facilitated discussion.

Thus, the conversations took on an international dimension due to the physical distance of
VE, the use of English as the common language, and the discovery of shared international
identities. This 'distancing' ultimately fostered closer relations among the participants which at the
same time opened a door that enabled taking a closer look at the distinct and local cultures of each
group. This process seems to have laid the foundation for the successful face-to-face meeting that

took place following a gradual process of forming friendships online.
Student Perceptions of the VE Program

Students from both groups equally perceived the VE program as beneficial and gave highly
positive feedback regarding the various facets of the program. The vast majority reported they
gained knowledge about other cultures in the program. Many students also responded that the VE
discussion in English provided them with a safe and comfortable environment to 'just talk' and
discuss 'non-academic' subjects. They were able to exchange ideas, knowledge and views, without
the pressure of a teacher evaluation or a grade. This type of encounter made sessions enjoyable,
which may have played an important part in bridging between groups. While most of the literature
emphasizes the need for VE programs to require students to cooperate in a joint project of some
kind that culminates in a product within a study framework (Lawrence & Spector-Cohen, 2018;
O’Dowd, 2021; O’Dowd & Dooly, 2020; O’Dowd, Sauro & Spector-Cohen, 2019), the current

study found that removing the pressure of a task to be submitted for evaluation liberated students
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to conduct discussions out of pleasure, rather than obligation. Some students further reported that

this process increased their confidence to speak in English.
VE Facilitation

According to O'Dowd, Sauro, and Spector-Cohen (2019) emphasize the critical role of
pedagogical facilitation in successful VE. In the present study, discussions were led by facilitators
with varying levels of experience in intercultural exchanges, from highly experienced to
completely inexperienced. While all observed discussion groups exhibited enhancements in
intercultural communicative competence, less experienced facilitators sometimes missed
opportunities for intercultural learning potential. Nevertheless, students reported high satisfaction
with their respective facilitators, expressing gratitude by name in the feedback forms, including

both experienced and novice facilitators.

While more preparation for inexperienced facilitators and the introduction of online
interaction strategies before the exchange may have further enriched the discussions as has
previously been recommended (O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen, 2019), these were not deemed

essential to achieving the program's objectives.
Lessons to Be Learned

The findings showed that many students and, at times, facilitators lacked basic knowledge
about the cultural backgrounds of the participants. In some groups, these instances became
opportunities that were seized by the facilitators for developing skills of discovery and interaction.
In these instances, students were guided by their facilitators to search for information that would
fill the gaps of knowledge by mixed groups in breakout rooms. However, the potential of such
moments was missed in other groups and students were sometimes left with a sense of not knowing

or were unintentionally misinformed by one another.

Recent research has increasingly acknowledged a critical flaw in VE programs aimed at
developing intercultural communicative competence: the insufficient understanding of students'
own culture, which hinders their ability to effectively exchange knowledge about the cultures they
represent (Ismailov, 2021a; O'Dowd & Dooly, 2020; Vafio Garcia, 2022). While research has
recommended preparing students for a VE by providing them with cultural background on the

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
108



When the Sirens Sound

group they will meet (O'Dowd, Sauro and Spector-Cohen, 2019), recent research has also
suggested enhancing students’ knowledge of their own culture prior to the interaction. In a study
investigating a VE intervention designed to enhance Japanese students’' awareness of their own
culture in preparation for intercultural exchange with American students, Ismailov (2021b)
concluded that allowing students to engage online in exploring knowledge about their own culture
could significantly enhance future intercultural exchanges. The present study concludes that
intranational VE between diverse groups may benefit from a preliminary stage of preparation by
gaining knowledge of one's own cultural group prior to an exchange with other groups in order to

facilitate the discussion and mutual learning process.
Seized Opportunities

While certain opportunities were missed, the VE provided an opportunity for an encounter
between Arab and Jewish students which would not have occurred otherwise. While 20% of the
student body at the Jewish institution are from the Arab community, as former studies have found,
little meaningful engagement takes place even when studying together and sharing the same
campus (Abbas, Greenberg-Ra'anan, & Maayan, Y., 2018; Aslih, et al., 2020; Skye & Arnon,
2017). The English discussion program brought the students together in a shared space which
enabled an encounter of meaningful intercultural learning and dialogue. The students’ high
satisfaction with the program suggests that they may face challenges in independently engaging
with each other on campus. However, their enthusiasm for participation is evident when they are
provided with a structured and facilitated program. To illustrate, during one of the discussion
sessions, the sound of sirens was suddenly heard, warning of rocket fire. A few of the students
living in the area discussed whether they should disconnect from the discussion to go to a safe
room. After one of the students reassured them that it was only a practice drill and that they were
not in any danger, they continued with the English discussion. Over the sound of sirens, the
students continued a'Spin the Wheel' activity. An unspoken sense of the importance in maintaining

the joint dialogue despite the circumstances prevailed.
Limitations

A number of circumstances limited the discussion program that was implemented and its
examination. Although 16 sessions were conducted throughout the academic year, scheduling of

sessions took into account Jewish, Muslim, and Christian holidays and a number of academic
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events, which disrupted the continuity of the weekly sessions. For this reason, time gaps were
experienced between sessions which may have hindered greater ease of forming relations between
the students. In addition, the diversity of facilitators, ranging from non-native English-speaking
students to experienced native English-speaking teachers, resulted in differences in group
facilitation. Nevertheless, participant feedback indicated that students were satisfied with all the
facilitators and no criticism was reported about any of them. An additional limitation was the
difference in disciplines students came from, with the majority of the Arab students studying in
the English Teacher Education Program and the majority of the Jewish students studying in the
PETE Program. While discussions were nonetheless meaningful and the common interest of
teaching was shared by the students from both institutions, it may have been more beneficial for

students from the same discipline to take part in the program.
Conclusions

Based on the findings of the study, a VE program between Arab and Jewish students in
Israel enhanced intercultural communicative competence of both groups. Although students were
living together within the same borders, students from both groups displayed gaps in knowledge
of their own and others' cultures. Narrowing those gaps was facilitated by discussion in English as
the lingua franca by gaining knowledge about one another's diverse cultures, dispelling
stereotypes, and discovering a shared global and professional identity. In conclusion, VE emerges
as a valuable platform for nurturing relations and mutual understanding among groups with little
interaction, residing within the same country. We suggest incorporating an initial phase to help
students acquire insights into their own cultures as a precursor to the exchange program.
Additionally, providing foundational facilitation training, particularly for novice facilitators, is
advisable. If feasible, we also recommend organizing face-to-face meetings or events at the middle
or end of such a program, after relations have been established, as a supplement to online
interactions. These physical encounters can strengthen relationships and provide opportunities for

memorable shared experiences.

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
110



When the Sirens Sound

References

Abbas, F., Greenberg-Ra'anan, M. Maayan, Y. (2018). Sense of Belonging to the Academic
Institutionamong Arab Students Survey. Inter-Agency Task Force.
https://www.iataskforce.org/resources/view/1660

Allport, G. W. (1954). The Nature of Prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books.

Aslih, S, Eldar, L., Hasson, Y., & Halperin, A. (2020). Maximizing the Potential of the Jewish-

Arab Encounter in Academia. aChord Center, Abraham Initiatives Research Report.
[Heb]

Bagci, S.C., Guvensoy, ., Turner, R.N., White, F., & Piyale, Z.E. (2021). Investigating the role
of E-contact and self-disclosure on improving Turkish-Kurdish interethnic relations.
Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 51(6), 577-593. https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12760

Bennett, M. J. (1993). Towards Ethnorelativism: A Developmental Model of Intercultural
Sensitivity (Revised). In R. M. Paige (Ed.), Education for the Intercultural Experience
(81-120). Yarmouth, Me: Intercultural Press.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research
in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.

Byram, M. (1997). Teaching and Assessing Intercultural Communicative Competence.
Clevedon: Multicultural Matters.

Castells, M. (2010). The Power of Identity. West Sussex: Blackwell Publishing, Ltd.
Central Bureau of Statistics (2023). https://www.cbs.gov.il/en/subjects/Pages/Population-by-
Origin.aspx

Dooly, M. (2017). Telecollaboration, In C.A. Chapelle & S. Sauro (Eds.), The Handbook of
Technology and Second Language Teaching and Learning, (pp. 169-183). Wiley-
Blackwell. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118914069.ch12

Helm, F., & Guth, S. (2010). The Multifarious Goals of Telecollaboration 2.0: Theoretical and
Practical Implications. Telecollaboration 2(1), 69-106.

Institute for Language Education in Transcultural Context, Columbia University in New York,
https://iletc.commons.gc.cuny.edu/ (accessed, 09/09/2023).

Isamailov, M. (2021a). Telecollaboration through inquiry: how evidence-based intra-cultural
learning promotes intercultural communicative competence. In Y. Ono & M. Shimada
(Eds.) Data Science in Collaboration, 4, 27-31).

Ismailov, M. (2021b). Virtual exchanges in an inquiry-based learning environment: Effects on
intra-cultural awareness and intercultural communicative competence. Cogent Education,
8(1), 1-29.

111 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023


https://www.iataskforce.org/resources/view/1660
https://www.iataskforce.org/resources/view/1660
https://www.iataskforce.org/resources/view/1660
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/15591816
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/15591816
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12760
https://doi.org/10.1111/jasp.12760
https://www.cbs.gov.il/en/subjects/Pages/Population-by-Origin.aspx
https://www.cbs.gov.il/en/subjects/Pages/Population-by-Origin.aspx
https://www.cbs.gov.il/en/subjects/Pages/Population-by-Origin.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118914069.ch12
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118914069.ch12
https://iletc.commons.gc.cuny.edu/
https://iletc.commons.gc.cuny.edu/
https://iletc.commons.gc.cuny.edu/

Hellerstein, Leitner, Hamarshi & Taha

Kuttner, R., (2017) “From Co-existence to Shared Society: A Paradigm Shift in Intercommunity
Peacebuilding Among Jews and Arabs in Israel.” Negotiation and Conflict Management
Research, 10(3), 179-198. doi: https://doi.org/10.34891/wap3-wv56

Lawrence, G., & Spector-Cohen, E. (2018). Examining international telecollaborationin
language teacher education. In D. Tafazoli, Gomez-Parra, M.E. & Huertas- Abril, C.A.
(Eds.), Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Technology-Enhanced Language Learning (pp.
322-345). Hershey, PA: IGI Global.

Lee, A., Williams, R.D., Shaw, M. & Jie, Y. (2014). First-year students' perspectives on
intercultural learning. Teaching in Higher Education, 19(5), 543-554.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.880687

O’Dowd, R. (2018). Innovations and Challenges in Using Online Communication Technologies
in CLIL. Theory Into Practice, 57(3), 232-240.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2018.1484039

O’Dowd, R., & Dooly, M. (2020). Intercultural Communicative Competence Development
Through Telecollaborationand Virtual Exchange. In The Routledge Handbook of
Language and Intercultural Communication (pp. 361-375). Routledge.

O'Dowd, R. (2021). What do students learn in virtual exchange? A qualitative content analysis of
learning outcomes across multiple exchanges. International Journal of Educational
Research, 109, 101804. https://doi.org/10.1016/].ijer.2021.101804

O'Dowd, R., Sauro, S., & Spector-Cohen, E. (2020). The role of pedagogical mentoring in virtual
exchange. Tesol Quarterly, 54(1), 146-172.

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Two Decades of Developments in Qualitative Inquiry: A Personal,
Experiential Perspective. Qualitative Social Work, 1(3), 261-283.

Schoorman, D., & Bogotch, I. (2010). Moving beyond ‘diversity’ to ‘social justice’: the
challenge to re-conceptualize multicultural education. Intercultural Education, 21(1), 79-
85. https://doi.org/10.1080/14675980903491916

Shwed, U., Shavit, Y., Dellashi, M., & Ofek, M. (2014). Integration of Arab Israelisand Jews in
schools in Israel. Policy paper 2014.12. https://www.taubcenter.org.il/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/e2014.12schoolintegration45.pdf

Skye, B., & Arnon, M. (2017). Closing the Ethnic Gap: A Case Study from the Physical
Education Realm. Unpublished research study.

Vafo Garcia, I. (2023). A call for critical and open pedagogies in Spanish heritage language
instruction: Students as knowledge producers of Open Educational Resources (OERS).
EuroAmerican Journal of Applied Linguistics and Languages, 10(1), 21-38.
http://doi.org/10.21283/2376905X.1.10.1.2742

JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023
112


https://doi.org/10.34891/wap3-wv56
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.880687
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.880687
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2014.880687
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2018.1484039
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2018.1484039
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841.2018.1484039
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2021.101804
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2021.101804
https://doi.org/10.1080/14675980903491916
https://doi.org/10.1080/14675980903491916
https://www.taubcenter.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/e2014.12schoolintegration45.pdf
https://www.taubcenter.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/e2014.12schoolintegration45.pdf
https://www.taubcenter.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/e2014.12schoolintegration45.pdf
http://doi.org/10.21283/2376905X.1.10.1.2742
http://doi.org/10.21283/2376905X.1.10.1.2742
http://doi.org/10.21283/2376905X.1.10.1.2742

When the Sirens Sound

Villa, L. and Jesus Barros Garcia, M. (2022). Telecollaboration as a Resource to Enhance
Critical Pedagogy in Spanish Heritage Language Instruction. Spanish Language
Heritage, 2(1), 91-124.

Ware, P., & Kramsch, C. (2005). Toward an Intercultural Stance: Teaching German and English
through Telecollaboration. The Modern Language Journal, 89(2),190-205.
https://doi.org/10.1111/§.1540-4781.2005.00274.X.

White, F. A, Turner, R. N., Verrelli, S. Harvey, L. J., Hanna, J. R. (2019). Improving intergroup
relations between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland via E-contact. European
Journal of Social Psychology, 49(2), 213-446

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-58515-4 12

Yazbak Abu Ahmad, M. and Hoter, E. 2019. Online Collaboration between Arab and Jewish

Students: Fear and Anxiety. International Journal of Multicultural Education, 21(1), 62—
81. https://doi.org/10.18251/ijme.v21i1.1726

113 JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2005.00274.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2005.00274.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2005.00274.x
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-58515-4_12
https://doi.org/10.18251/ijme.v21i1.1726
https://doi.org/10.18251/ijme.v21i1.1726

