Review of Teaching Practice	 

Session/artefact to be observed/reviewed: Cultural Discussion Group- Freedom of Speech/ academic freedoms 
Size of student group: 5	
Reviewee:  Chris Bryant
Reviewer: Mia Liyanage 

Note: This record is solely for exchanging developmental feedback between colleagues. Its reflective aspect informs PgCert and Fellowship assessment, but it is not an official evaluation of teaching and is not intended for other internal or legal applications such as probation or disciplinary action.


Part One
Reviewee to complete in brief and send to reviewer prior to the review

What is the context of this session/artefact within the curriculum?

This session is part of a series of workshops that I run (and sometimes co-deliver) through the Academic Support programme of academic development workshops. It is a cross cultural discussion group. 


How long have you been working with this group and in what capacity?

I have been delivering these sessions at LCC for about six years. 

What are the intended or expected learning outcomes?

Students should come away with a broad understanding of a topic/ or topics. This sessions’ topic will be ‘Free Speech on Campus’. The topics chosen are broad enough to allow a level of debate without prior knowledge but equally are felt to useful in supporting students’ chosen disciplines.


What are the anticipated outputs (anything students will make/do)?

The primary purpose of the sessions is to foster an environment where students feel comfortable in discussing topics through their own cultural lense. Often these international perspectives make for rich and interesting discussions within a culturally diverse group. Outputs are largely related to knowledge sharing and possible collaboration outside of the group.  

Are there potential difficulties or specific areas of concern?

It is often difficult to predict how many students will attend. The sessions are designed to allow a degree of flexibility with handouts and prompt questions providing a broad framework which can be adapted. It can also be challenging to encourage students who may be more reluctant to engage to share their thoughts with the wider group. 

How will students be informed of the observation/review?

Students will be notified in advance through ASO


What would you particularly like feedback on?

One area would be the degree to which I allow students the autonomy to steer the direction of the session. I am conscious that as it is a cross cultural discussion group I should be allowing the conversations to flow organically. I have deliberately chosen a topic which I am less familiar with to aid this goal. 


How will feedback be exchanged?

I am happy for either written or verbal feedback. 







Part Two
Reviewer to note down observations, suggestions and questions.

I watched the session in-person. Four students attended, the fourth arriving a little way in. You briefly introduced the session and its history, setting it up as an informal space. You used a physical handout which allowed for a screen-free discussion. You invited initial thoughts and then gave some definitions to help shape the conversation, which was a nice way of setting parameters without ‘depositing’ too much information early on.

It was a mixed group in many ways: international, intergenerational, with different learning styles. You effectively facilitated the session lightly to encourage openness/curiosity whilst also making your way down a substantial list of prompts and quotes – it didn’t feel rushed at all and yet you got to the end of the list. Throughout you sat back and let opinions develop; when you asked the second question, there was immediate agreement without criticality to start. You stayed quiet to listen and participants moved away from a ‘black and white’ view through discussion – ‘never 100%’, as one said. 

The room was open – no fourth wall – which created a casual atmosphere that students could drop into. There was noise pollution from the busy corridor at times; this may have been distracting for some learners and was sometimes uncomfortable when a controversial topic was being discussed and the space was quite exposed to passersby. This speaks to the nature of freedom of speech itself: a need for openness and transparency balanced with consideration of sensitive topics and placing controversial discussions in context.

You didn’t set out a system for discussion (e.g. hands up) which could have made things easier, but it allowed the students to develop their own conversational skills; for example, the most vocal student self-moderated a few times, noticing they were interrupting and letting others speak first. This did make it harder for quieter students to jump in, but you let the quietest student listen without having to speak for a while before bringing them in with a low-stakes question. You also checked in with them subtly at the end of the session which was a good way to ensure they felt included.

Sometimes I felt the students could have done with a fact check on some things expressed, but I know you deliberately chose to make the session exploratory/not requiring prior knowledge. Similarly, our positionality always comes into discussion of complex topics like freedom of speech – notions of ‘objectivity’ and ‘neutrality’ abound but are really a fallacy in most cases (Lewis Raven Wallace’s The View from Somewhere is great on this). Subjectivity is inevitable and isn’t an issue as long as it’s acknowledged by the facilitator, and while you set up the session very well in other ways, I felt that aspect was missing which might have made things harder for you (having to avoid opinion completely is a high bar). This felt especially true when discussing protest at UAL and Israel/Palestine. To avoid the expectation that every comment you make needs to incorporate ‘both sides’, something from you at the start acknowledging your own positionality and that pure neutrality/objectivity aren’t possible (or necessarily helpful) when discussing topics like this would go a long way. This acknowledgment would apply to the students too so would bolster the open environment you were already creating.

Overall, the session was engaging and a great example of a ‘brave’ discussion. I found it very hard not to contribute which says a lot about the resonance of the questions you were raising! You summarised the session positively, acknowledging the heaviness of the topic whilst asking participants to share a positive takeaway from the session. All the students agreed the space itself was a ‘win’ for freedom of speech at LCC. 




Part Three
Reviewee to reflect on the reviewer’s comments and describe how they will act on the feedback exchanged. Reviewee should return this to the reviewer once complete.

I am glad that the reviewer found the session engaging and described it as a ‘brave discussion’. With the World Conversations workshops one of the key aims is to enrich students’ learning and allow them to grow in confidence discussing topics that, whilst relevant to their courses, exist in a separate space to their structured academic journey. Adjectives like ‘brave’ are reassuring for me as a teacher as they help me to view the session through a lense which isn’t merely debate for debates sake. 

The reviewer made some very interesting observations. Her note on the location itself tying into the topic discussion; ‘openness and transparency balanced with consideration of sensitive topics and placing controversial discussions in context’ was very insightful. This relates to the idea of space itself as a ‘signature pedagogy’ as discussed by Orr S & Shreeve (2017). This is something that me and my colleague have discussed at length when organising these workshops. Namely how open and accessible should a classroom space feel when discussing sensitive topics? 


The point raised around fact checking was fair. I acknowledge that I could have done some further reading/ research on the subject matter. I feel that there is an interesting question here around how student-led these sessions should be and how my positionality within them could be seen to be a help or a hindrance depending on the expectations of the individual student. For example when discussing the Israel/ Gaza conflict I briefly mentioned that my family is Jewish. Whilst nationality/religion and belief can be, and often are, separate constructs it is very conceivable that bias’ can emerge in a discussion such as this. Equally this ties in with the notion of free speech itself so paradoxically perhaps the need to critically reflect on my facilitation goes against the open nature of the conversation. 

Whilst my role in these sessions is that of a ‘facilitator’ I could have had more definitions/ examples to hand. Equally the issue around ‘subjectivity’ is an area I could have explored at the outset of the session and as the reviewer notes might have made an open session feel even more so. I feel that this particular topic, being at the heavier end of the cultural discussion spectrum, perhaps requires a greater degree of planning than other workshops I have facilitated. I noted the trigger warnings that the reviewer used in her session and I think this is something that I could have included as part of my workshop. 

I am pleased the reviewer noted that I tried to include the quieter member of the group with some ‘low stakes questions’ but I feel I could have taken this inclusive approach further. For example I could have asked the group to write some reflections on post it notes, scaffolding their participation in the group with a non verbal task.  

Overall I think I facilitated well. Whilst I deliberately kept the format flexible and the tone informal I feel that it would have been good practice to keep checking in with the students in attendance. Simple reassuring statements around wellbeing might have been reassuring given the weighty subject matter. I will take the reviewers’ recommendations on board particularly the points raised around acknowledging subjectivity which I feel is key to open discussions related to sensitive topics.
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