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Immigration, the Dynamics of Identity, 
and Policies for Managing Diversity
The international conference on Immigration, 
the Dynamics of Identity, and Policies for 
Managing Diversity will be held at Saint 
Mary’s University from June 14 to 16. 
This bilingual conference offering was a 
collaboration initiated by Dr. Jean-Jacques 
Defert and conceived with Saint Mary’s 
faculty member Dr. David Bourgeois and 
Université Laval faculty member Dr. Jean 
Ramdé. In promoting a rich and immersive 

dialogue on managing diversity in society, 
the conference is positioned as an impactful 
initiative in alignment with Saint Mary’s 
strategic priorities in leading the call in 
cultivating a wider community around 
the concept of intercultural learning. In 
this article, Dr. Bourgeois and Dr. Defert 
respond to three questions related to the 

Professor James M. Lang, acclaimed 
educational expert, author, and director of the 
Centre for Teaching Excellence at Assumption 
College in Worcester, Mass., provided two 
three-hour workshops on the theme of “small 
teaching” as part of the 2017 annual Atlantic 
Association of Universities (AAU) Conference 
held this past October at Mount Saint Vincent 
University.  The workshops focused on the 
fairly simple concept of utilizing brief 5 to 15 
minute “interventions into individual learning 
sessions” to enhance student learning.

Lang informed the workshop participants 
that the general idea for his book Small 
Teaching: Everyday Lessons from the Science 

A Big Impact from Small Teaching
of Learning came to him through a café 
epiphany he had during a year on sabbatical 
a couple of years ago.  “I would visit this café 
daily to do my work at the same time and 
order the same drink which happened to be 
a medium green tea with nothing in it”, Lang 
related.  “The same young woman would 
also serve me daily at this specific time and 
would go through the same routine of asking 
me the same two questions: ‘Hot or cold? 
Honey or Lemon?’.  One day, I finally made 
a small change to this routine by asking her 
if she could remember my order.  As she 
drew a blank, I reminded her about my daily 

Continued on page 6

James M. Lang

The 2017-2018 academic year 
experienced a rejuvenation of community 
engagement around the concept of 
innovative classroom pedagogy at Saint 
Mary’s.  In particular, there appeared 
to be an emerging discussion around 
the most effective ways to begin 
implementing these teaching and learning 
innovations into our professional practice.  
This discussion involved attaining a better 
understanding of our diverse community 
and how we can leverage this diversity to 
enhance student success. 

Articles featured in our Spring 2018 
issue of The Studio Sentinel represent 
some of the milestone campus initiatives 
and local events that have served 
as catalysts in contributing to our 
communal narrative throughout this past 
year.  It is our hope that by reflecting 
on some of these accomplishments 
and taking advantage of upcoming 
opportunities, we can pave the way 
for continuity and further community 
engagement in 2018-2019.  The Studio 
Sentinel team wishes everyone a 
prosperous and relaxing summer!
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Saint Mary’s Modern Languages and 
Classics faculty members, Rohini 
Bannerjee and Shana McGuire, 
participated in the annual 2017 Atlantic 
Association of Universities (AAU) 
conference. Both faculty members, who 
teach a wide range of topics which include 
French language, literature, and culture, 
presented on an aspect of small teaching 
in their own classroom contexts. The 
following article offers reflections from 
each presenter about their involvement 
in the conference and how the concept 
of small teaching approaches has had 
an influence on their own professional 
teaching practices and has assisted in 
facilitating impact in their classrooms.

Rohini Bannerjee

I started to engage in debating when I was in 
Junior High School. As an introvert, debating 
became on outlet for me to work on my 
self-confidence. Unbeknownst to me at the 
age of 12, debating would eventually help in 
preparing for my future career as a university 
professor. Debating proved to be even more 
deeply life-changing for me as I met my 
future husband at a High School Debating 
Tournament at Saint Mary’s back in 1989. 
Who knew that argumentation and refutation 
could lead to both career fulfilment and love?! 

My Furious Five presentation at the AAU 
conference entitled, But I Don’t Agree! The 
Benefits of Debate, outlined how debate 
serves as a pedagogical tool to enhance 
students’ learning and critical thinking. Further 
to the literature in this area (Yang & Rusli, 
2012), I shared how my students expressed 
that the debate activity helped them to expand 
the understanding of the subject matter, to 
increase retention of crucial concepts and 
knowledge, and to better understand essential 
issues on the subject matter. Several students 
felt that debating helped them to understand 
different perspectives, and to reduce bias. This 
intercultural education lightbulb illuminated 
attention into my own small teaching practice. 
By simply placing students from diverse 
ethnic, religious, geographic, socio-economic 
and gender backgrounds, into small groups 
and then having them argue, dialogue, refute 
and respond to each other, intercultural 
competence was being constructed right 
before my eyes! Later, students revealed 
that they had significantly changed their 
positions and perspectives after the debate. 
More importantly, many students stated that 
the debate process helped them develop 
critical thinking and higher order thinking skills 

Faculty Perspectives 
on Small Teaching

in comparison to traditional methods. The 
use of debate as a teaching tool becomes 
a great way to take advantage of the small 
teaching class environment. The following two 
methods were found to be successful in both 
my French Literature and Asian Studies film 
classes. 

Chop Chop – On the Spot!

Looking at Pardo and Tellez’s work in their 
book published in 2012, Using Debates 
in the Classroom: A Pedagogical Strategy 
for the Development of the Argumentative 
Competence in the Teaching of English 
as a Foreign Language, it is clear that 
students need that spark, that sense of 
non-preparedness, that spontaneity so to 
develop argumentative competence. As a 
result, students learn to access a new corpus 
of knowledge, critically analyze information, 
propose solutions to problems and become 
permanent learners, able to transfer strategies 
to different contexts. 

Based on this theory, for my ASNT 3826 
course, The Culture of Bollywood, students 
worked in groups of two. Each pair worked 
together on their topic and were set up 
against another team, elaborating arguments 
and counter-arguments with their classmates 
that, according to Pardo and Tellez would 
allow them to sustain their own points of 
view with pertinent, relevant and truthful 
experience. Overall, individuals were graded 
not only on the content of their presentations 
but also on the clarity and persuasiveness 
of their presentations. There was a sense of 
urgency to the argumentation and refutation 
and the room was energetic!

Time to Reflect

However, when it came to recalibrating my 
courses, as many of us do mid-summer, I 

Continued on page 6

Dr. Rohini Bannerjee and Dr. Shana McGuire

Contact Us
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About The Studio for 
Teaching & Learning
The Studio provides teaching and 
learning support for the Saint Mary’s 
community through the following 
programs and departments:

Educational Development
Technologies for Learning
Curriculum Development and 
Program Review
Academic Literacies and 
Communication
Intercultural Development and ESL 
Support
Student Academic Learning Support

The Studio's services are available for 
faculty, students, and staff from across 
campus. We also provide training and other 
professional services for community clients.



      The Studio Sentinel | Issue 3 | Spring 2018          p.3

Who is the intended audience?

Jean-Jacques: As was previously 
mentioned, the conference is an opportunity 
to bring together researchers and 
professionals to discuss issues related to 
immigration in various contexts and then 
to share this knowledge with municipal 
leaders, politicians from all levels of 
governments, Saint Mary’s students, faculty, 
and staff, members of the community, and 
of course, the conference participants.

Our objective is to create a bridge between 
professionals and researchers and foster 
collaborative research projects. That 
resonates with new initiatives supported by 
Saint Mary’s University like CLARI (Change 
Lab Action Research Initiative). CLARI is 
a cross-province, multi-post-secondary 
education partnership designed to support 
Nova Scotia communities with academic 
and research expertise, designated spaces 
and communications technology to address 
social and economic challenges.

It was one of our priorities as well to 
have students actively participating in the 
discussions both as presenters, observers 
and volunteers at the event. 

David: Though we will host a set number 
of participants, it is my hope they will all 
learn a great deal over the 4 days of the 
conference and share this knowledge with 
their colleagues at their home institutions 
and communities. I trust all participants will 
remember the dynamism experienced here 
at Saint Mary’s University, our city and in the 
Atlantic region as a whole.

What are your future plans stemming 
from this inaugural conference?

Jean-Jacques: We have a rich program of 
contributions and we are confident that the 
fruitful debates which will stem from these 
communications will lead to some forms of 
publications. And we are also hopeful that 
the contacts made with the various research 
groups and service providers will lead to 
collaborative research projects with local 
community organizations. 

As for the conference in itself, I didn’t 
think of it as a one-time event but as part 
of a larger initiative to highlight current 
social issues where intercultural Studies 
can contribute, bring a different light and 
emulate fruitful reflections and discussions. 
My idea would be to organize in the next 
three years another international conference 
related to indigenous populations 
worldwide. There are also discussions about 
a possible follow-up conference in 2020 at 
Université Laval. 

conference’s conceptual purpose, intended 
audience, and future plans.

What fueled your desire to organize this 
conference?

Jean-Jacques: We first started to talk 
about the conference in the Winter of 2017. 
I had recently been hired by Saint Mary’s 
University with the mandate to develop 
the Intercultural Studies (ICST) program 
which had been voted by the Senate a 
few months prior to my hiring. As I was 
developing the various components of the 
ICST minor and major, I was also looking 
for opportunities to promote the program 
inside and outside the university. Promoting 
the program inside the university was 
important because of its interdisciplinary 
nature, but promoting the program outside 
the university was all the more important 
since there was to be a strong community 
service learning component integrated in 
the program. So one way to engage the 
community of service providers, policy 
makers and researchers into a dialogue 
around those lines was to organize a 
conference on a broad and timely topic 
and frame the discussion so as to provide 
a holistic perspective on the subject. Given 
the current importance of immigration in 
the national and the international public 
discourse, and the challenges faced by rural 
and urban communities to accommodate 
new categories of immigrants (refugees, 
youth), we decided to build the conference 
around this theme. We focused the 
dialogue on four key domains critical 
to the integration of newcomers to our 
communities, namely education, health, 
social services and the workplace.

David: On a personal level, it was an 
opportunity to work with a new colleague, 
Jean-Jacques, and to contribute to the 
development of the Intercultural Studies 
program. Though my home department is 
housed in the Faculty of Science, students 
can complete either a Bachelor of Science 
or a Bachelor of Arts in Psychology. In my 
mind, this conference will serve to reinforce 
the connections between my department 
and the Faculty of Arts and to highlight the 
role of psychology as a social science. 

As a member of the Saint Mary’s University 
community, it seemed obvious that an 
international conference whose goal was 
to bring together educators, researchers, 
students, and representatives of community 
organizations to discuss topics related 
to immigration, identity and diversity was 
very much in line with one of the strategic 
initiatives of our university’s strategic plan, 
namely to foster intercultural learning by 
positioning Saint Mary’s as a national leader 
in international and intercultural education. 
This conference can be a conduit for 
academic growth, intellectual curiosity, and 
developing intercultural competence within 
our Santamarian community.

Jean-Jacques: If I may add to the previous 
points that were made, historically speaking, 
Halifax was one of the few seaports which 
were the points of entry for new immigrants 
to Canada. So, the theme of the conference 
was not only timely, it also speaks to a 
very important element of the history of 
the region and Saint Mary’s University as 
well which was home to one of the five 
Metropolis Centres and is among the 
Canadian universities with the highest ratio 
of international students. 

Immigration...
Continued from page 1

Dr. Jean-Jacques Defert and Dr. David Bourgeois
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Exploring Innovations in 
University Teaching and Learning

Faculty member Jason Rhinelander facilitating 
a Community of Practice session

The 2017-2018 academic year witnessed 
the launch of a new faculty-led 
“Community of Practice” that focused 
on the sharing of innovative teaching 
and learning tools and strategies aimed 
at enhancing student learning at Saint 
Mary’s. As an idea originally conceived 
by Psychology faculty member Nicole 
Conrad, the six 90-minute sessions 
that were held throughout the year 
provided opportunities for faculty 
and academic support staff members 
from various disciplines to meet and 
engage with one another to investigate 
innovative classroom teaching practices. 
The following article describes the 
background context, development, 
and impact of this community through 
reflections from this initiative’s 
organizational team, Nicole Conrad, Paul 
Muir, and William Kay, and one of the 
participants, Chantal Hervieux. 

Nicole Conrad 
Department of Psychology

I was inspired to start this community 
of practice by two things. First, over the 
summer I was introduced to the idea of 
“durable learning” as a new pedagogical 
concept. The framing for this idea was 
presented as applying the principles of 
cognitive science to educational practices. 
Given my background in Cognitive 
Psychology, these ideas were not new 
to me; cognitive scientists have been 
studying learning for over 150 years. But 

the conversation did make me reflect on 
how I promote durable learning in my 
classrooms. At the same time, I was having 
short 5-minute conversations in the hallway 
with some of my colleagues about things 
they were doing in the classroom. My 
peers were talking about interesting things, 
like using simulation and role playing 
in a History class, implementing new 
technologies like Top Hat into a Psychology 
class, and not just allowing cell phones in 
the classroom but integrating them into the 
course curriculum to facilitate engagement. 
However, I found these conversations were 
too short, and I wanted to know more! 

In setting up this Community of Practice, 
I initially reached out to my colleagues in 
Psychology about organizing a monthly 
“brown-bag” on teaching and learning. One 
of my colleagues reminded me that Paul 
had been previously involved in coordinating 
a similar type of Community of Learning. 
Paul and I met, and decided to open this 
up to the larger university community. We 
then recruited William Kay from the Studio 
to facilitate this goal. Although we often hear 
instructors respond to new ideas about 
classroom practices with “well I can’t do 
that in my class, my class is too different”, 
my thought was that the interdisciplinary 
nature of this Community of Practice 
would create a richer pool of ideas to draw 
from. And it did! I’ve learned about using 
improvisation in the classroom, building 
learning into assessments, incorporating 
technologies like TopHat and Kahoot in 

to my classroom, implementing active 
learning into large classrooms, and I was 
also introduced to the idea of threshold 
concepts. I have already implemented 
two techniques from these sessions into 
my classroom, one successfully and one 
quite hilariously. I look forward to learning 
more about the innovative practices my 
colleagues are already using as we continue 
into the 2018-2019 academic year. 

Paul Muir 
Department of Mathematics  
and Computer Science

I first heard about Nicole Conrad’s idea for 
a “brown bag” lunch series on teaching 
and learning from the Associate Dean 
of Science, Lori Francis, who is also a 
member of the Psychology Department. 
Lori knew of my long-time involvement in 
supporting teaching and learning at Saint 
Mary’s through my work with the Senate 
Committee on Learning and Teaching 
(SCoLT). This committee has worked for 
decades to support faculty-led projects in 
teaching and learning on the Saint Mary’s 
campus. In particular, this Committee 
has organized a number of year-long 
Community of Practice (CoP) sessions 
over the last ten years where I have been 
involved both as a participant and as a 
co-facilitator. 

When I heard about Nicole’s idea for a 
“brown bag” session within the Psychology 
department, I knew that many other faculty 
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members across the campus would be 
interested, and I immediately thought of a 
CoP framework as the appropriate way to 
extend Nicole’s idea to allow participation 
from across the university. I contacted 
Nicole to discuss the idea and she was 
agreeable to opening up the sessions to 
include the wider Saint Mary’s community. I 
then contacted William Kay 
from the Studio for Teaching 
and Learning who had been 
involved in social learning 
theory as a research 
specialty. Will provided 
valuable operational support 
for the CoP sessions and 
became an active third co-
leader of our initiative.

When Nicole, Will, and I 
first met to develop the 
basic structure for the 
CoP, we decided that the 
opening session would be used to poll the 
participants to determine the sequence of 
topics that would be investigated during 
each of the subsequent CoP sessions. 
Each session would be devoted to a 
specific teaching and learning topic. 
The first session would also identify 
“champions” for each of the sessions. 
As the year progressed, Will, Nicole, 
and I met with the leaders to support 
them in developing the content and 
activities for each session. Each session 
typically involved a presentation by one 
or more of the session leaders followed 
by several active learning activities that 
allowed the expertise of the participants 
to be incorporated into the session, 
complementing the material provided by 
the champions. Will arranged to open a 
Brightspace presence for the CoP where 
the developed materials, along with a 
representative set of associated articles 
drawn from the research literature, were 
made available to CoP participants. 

William Kay 
Educational Developer,  
Studio for Teaching and Learning

As a passionate proponent of community-
based social learning approaches, I was 
thrilled to be invited to assist Nicole and 
Paul in helping to develop and support this 
initiative. From the lens of an educational 
developer, it was encouraging to observe 
our fellow Saint Mary’s educators taking 
valuable time out of their demanding 
schedules to lead and share both their 
classroom successes and challenges 
amongst a wider interdisciplinary teaching 
and learning community. The participants 
and facilitators of these sessions truly spoke 

to the best practices of teaching excellence, 
reflective pedagogies, and educational 
leadership. 

In my supporting role, I was able to meet 
with many faculty members that I had 
never had the chance to engage with 
previously and in some cases helped to 
forge facilitator partnerships with identified 

champions who seemed to 
share the same or similar 
pedagogical interests. 
Since several session 
champions took risks in 
exploring pedagogical areas 
that they were relatively 
unfamiliar with, I was able to 
provide some background 
knowledge and supporting 
literature in these areas to 
assist faculty members in 
preparing for their sessions. 
The sessions themselves 

were rich in discussion and at times 
even lively debate on the pedagogical 
innovations that were being championed. 
In this capacity, our venue at times seemed 
to resemble a pedagogical dojo where 
participants could feel safe in cognitively 
sparring with and reflecting upon the 
approaches being championed. I am 
personally excited about our plans moving 
forward and have signed up to champion 
the first session of the 2018-2019 
academic year!

Chantal Hervieux 
Management Department,  
Sobey School of Business

I am always looking for ways to bring new 
approaches to teaching that promote 

more student involvement and interaction. 
Competing for our students’ attention with 
the external forces of social media during 
class is daunting for most educators. We 
can either fight this by placing strict rules 
limiting their access to their cell phones 
and the internet, or strive for more effective 
ways to attract their attention and interest. 
I firmly believe that students will only 
engage in our classes if, as educators, we 
are able to find new ways in improving our 
teaching approaches. I personally felt that 
participating in these monthly community 
events was helpful for me in achieving this 
pedagogical goal.

I really enjoyed co-facilitating a session with 
a colleague from a different department (Dr. 
Julie Quinn, Department of Psychology). 
While I implement approaches in my 
classes that I personally feel are having 
positive impacts, I found the process of 
articulating these approaches in a way that 
was relevant for those in other disciplines 
required me to go back to the foundations 
of the techniques I used, and the ways that 
they could be adapted for use elsewhere. 
Thus, I became more deeply aware about 
the methods I use in my own teaching 
contexts by facilitating a session for our 
community.

Plans for another year of Community of 
Practice sessions in Exploring Innovations 
in University Teaching and Learning are 
already underway. The autumn schedule 
is expected to be announced in early 
September. Faculty members who are 
interested in joining these sessions are 
encouraged to contact William Kay 
(william.kay@smu.ca).

“...our venue at times 
seemed to resemble 
a pedagogical dojo 
where participants 
could feel safe in 

cognitively sparring 
with and reflecting 

upon the approaches 
being championed.”

Faculty member Nicolas Roulin 
facilitates a session on gamification
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order.  On subsequent visits, she was ready 
with my order”.  The moral of this story was 
that through active engagement in a relatively 
short time span, Lang realized he could make 
an impact as an educator by utilizing a small 
teaching activity to help trigger the “retrieval 
effect.” “Of course, our students have more 
complex concepts to remember but the 
premise of the activity in triggering this learning 
process is the same” Lang contended.

Lang’s workshop shared highlights and 
other small teaching activities featured within 
his recent publication.  A general message 
throughout the lecture was promoting the 
concept of teachers providing optimum 
learning contexts for engaging students.  
“Teachers need to build the environment 
where students make their own connections” 
Lang appealed.  In promoting this concept, 

Lang led his workshop participants through 
some exercises designed to implement 
more reflective practices in fostering retrieval 
techniques for students during classroom 
exercises and even test-taking.

As the 2017 Dr. Geraldine Thomas 
Educational Leadership Award recipient at 
Saint Mary’s University, Dr. Kathy Singfield 
was invited to attend the afternoon workshop 
offering as part of the annual AAU Institutional 
Award Recipients’ retreat.  “To use James’ 
language”, Dr. Singfield shared, “he really 
made a few things stick”.  In relation to the 
effectiveness of James’ shared retrieval 
practices, Dr. Singfield came away from the 
retreat feeling that “the impact of James’ 
approaches can be strong depending on 
how we as educators frame the deliberate 
thinking before and after class”.  

A Big Impact...

Lang is already busy working on his new 
project entitled Big Teaching: Everyday 
Lessons from the Science of Learning 
which is due to be published this year.  
This upcoming publication aims to delve 
deeper into the initiatives of highly innovative 
educators and how they are making a radical 
impact on the lives of their students.  Lang’s 
emerging work into the science of learning 
contributes to a wider narrative on engaging 
our students in the 21st century and offers 
some timely assistance for teachers aiming 
to make a real difference to their classroom 
routines.  Lang’s Small Teaching: Everyday 
Lessons from the Science of Learning (2016) 
and his earlier publication Cheating Lessons: 
Learning from Academic Dishonesty (2013) 
are both profiled this month in The Sentinel’s 
new “On the Shelf” recommended readings 
section.

read Andrew Oros’ 2007 article published in 
the Journal of Political Science Education, 
titled: Let’s Debate: Active Learning 
Encourages Student Participation and 
Critical Thinking. Here Oros suggests that 
it is vital instructors allow for reflection and 
preparation, and that each team should be 
given the question to be debated at least 
one week in advance of the debate. This 
was in great contrast to my method in my 
Bollywood course and so of course, I went for 
the change. This year in French 3351, I had 
members of the newly formed SMU Debate 
Society run a debate workshop before the 
actual debates. I also gave the students ample 
time to prepare their topics, some of which 
included sexual violence as a war strategy, 
immigration and xenophobia, misogyny and 
culture. It was clear the pre-debate time 
was definitely needed and the results were 
excellent. The speeches were well-prepared 
but the spontaneity was not lost as the 
students kept arguing and kept refuting, which 
was music to my Professor ears!

Shana McGuire

I conceive of teaching as creating a classroom 
environment that is most conducive to 
student learning. Therefore, my main goal at 
the beginning of any new course is to create 
a positive connection with my students and 
establish a level of engagement in class 
that will set the tone for the rest of the term. 

Current research in education, psychology, 
and cognitive science has shown that 
students who experience a greater number of 
positive emotions like excitement and interest 
are also more cognitively activated and, as 
a result, engage with the course material 
more extensively. In my AAU presentation, 
entitled “Ask the Right Questions: The Key 
to Creating Connections and Fostering 
Student Engagement in Class”, I discussed 
two methods I use on the first day of term 
to create a motivating, highly participatory 
learning environment that have proven 
successful during my 18 years of university 
teaching. Both small teaching strategies are 
centered on asking students specific types 
of questions – questions that not only make 
them enthusiastic about the course but 
perhaps more importantly, also demonstrate 
that I am more interested in their learning 
than simply transmitting knowledge from 
my privileged position at the front of the 
classroom. The first strategy is to create 
a course questionnaire that gathers both 
personal and academic information. The 
second is to pose students questions that 
elicit their prior knowledge in the subject 
area. The context of my teaching is in French 
language, culture, literature, and film but these 
strategies can be adapted to be effective in 
any discipline.

In the paper to be published in the Teaching 
Showcase Proceedings, I elaborate on how 
the concept of “positive emotional contagion” 

is an integral part of the success of the above 
methods. First, we cannot underestimate 
the key role that a professor’s enthusiasm, 
confidence, and level of engagement plays in 
their students’ learning process. Furthermore, 
when I begin a new course by asking 
students questions about their lives – their 
past experiences, cultural traditions, future 
goals, the knowledge and curiosity they bring 
to the class – the dynamic shifts from one in 
which I tell them what they should know to 
one in which I acknowledge their worth as 
collaborators in the learning process. In other 
words, an important part of creating an ideal 
thinking environment for our students is to pay 
careful attention to how we make them feel. 
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James Lang’s eventful visit to the Atlantic 
Association of Universities (AAU) conference 
last year provided local participants with 
the opportunity to listen to an engaging 
keynote talk on “small teaching” and to 
partake in a half-day workshop retreat with 
the accomplished academic, educator, and 
author. Participants who were fortunate 
enough to attend both or either event can 
contest to Lang’s personable approach in 

addressing issues in teaching and learning in 
higher education contexts. 

It is precisely this personable and practical 
approach that makes Small Teaching: 
Everyday Lessons from the Science of 
Learning (2016) such an engaging and 
useful teaching resource for the 21st 
century post-secondary educator.  Lang 
cleverly utilizes “an old-fashioned approach” 
to baseball called “small ball” (the use of 
simple strategies in facilitating big impact 
on the field) as a way of drawing the reader 
towards his idea of implementing “small but 
powerful modifications to course design 
and teaching practices” to “spark positive 
change in higher education”. Embedded 
within three encompassing thematic chapters 
(Knowledge, Understanding, Inspiration) 
grounded in both theory and pedagogical 
principles, Lang shares readily accessible 
small teaching strategies that can be taken 
as “one-time spurs” or as approaches 
assisting in an educator’s approach in 
revolutionizing teaching practice. 

Lang’s earlier publication, Cheating Lessons: 

On the Shelf Learning from Academic Dishonesty (2013), 
addresses an even more challenging issue 
that most educators are increasingly facing 
in the contemporary higher education 
landscape. Through his own extensive 
experience and scholarly research, Lang 
offers faculty members both an accessible 
environmental survey on literature related to 
psychological and behavioural causes behind 
the cheating phenomenon and practical 
strategies in addressing this pressing issue. 
Of particular interest is Lang’s analysis of 
four case studies (two historic and two 
contemporary) in building his own integrated 
theory in exploring the relationships between 
learning environments and student cheating 
behaviour. 

Both of these James Lang publications 
are engaging summer reads that provide 
nourishing food for thought in exploring ways 
in which educators can be more proactive 
in bringing about positive change in building 
better learning environments for students. 
Faculty members interested in sampling or 
discussing either publication can contact 
William Kay in The Studio.

During the Winter and Spring of 2018, The 
Studio for Teaching and Learning’s Academic 
Learning Specialist: English for International 
Students, Muhammad Elhabibi, hosted 
a series of workshops for Saint Mary’s 
faculty members on International Students’ 
Academic and Cultural Challenges: Solutions 
and Strategies. The workshop sessions 
were well attended and fostered rich 
discussion on classroom situations related 
to the misalignment between international 
students’ expectations and their professors’ 
pedagogical approaches.

Muhammad shared that the “idea for these 
sessions stemmed from observations on 
international students’ difficulties in class that 
often impact their academic achievements 
and acculturation”. He revealed that student 
difficulties “range from anxiety, learning 
styles, cultural backgrounds, prior education 
to linguistic obstacles” but also resulted 
from “their shift in focus from an English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) to an English 
as a Second Language (ESL) setting”. 
Muhammad further clarified that “in the 
former context, the students have learned 
the target language from the textbooks 
designed to teach them English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) without practicing the 
culture of the target language” however, 
“in the ESL context, they learn English in a 
native speaking country (e.g. Canada) where 
they can immerse themselves in the culture 
outside the classroom”. In overcoming these 
impediments, Muhammad recommended 

that students “need to feel safe and be able 
to speak out their worries and that they also 
need to be heard and understood because 
they feel they come from a different thought 
system when they speak to their Canadian 
peers and their professors”.  

In the context of addressing these issues, 
the five sessions focused on the following 
topics: learning styles and academic 
acculturation, conversation structural 
challenges impeding communication, 
writing difficulties for international students’ 
academic acculturation and achievement, 
emotional attunement and international 
student learning, and cultural awareness/
intelligence and cross-cultural challenges 
in the classroom. These were sessions 
specifically designed to assist faculty in better 
understanding the cultural diversity that exists 
in their classrooms and how to leverage this 
diversity to enhance international student 
success. 

As a regular participant in these intercultural 
workshop sessions, part-time faculty 
member David Sable, appreciated 
Muhammad’s ability to “create a collegial 
atmosphere with faculty” and having “the 
opportunity to explore teaching experiences 
across departments as well as learning from 
the well-researched content” of the session’s 
presentations. “Language constructs reality”, 
Dr. Sable reflected, “and Muhammad shared 
with us how much difference that can make 
for international students. He was not shy to 

present examples of Eurocentric bias as well 
as his own grounded theory”.

In addition to future workshop offerings, 
Muhammad plans to offer these and 
similar sessions again upon the request of 
departments and faculty members who may 
have not been able to attend. “It has been 
a great pleasure to share my observations 
dealing with diverse groups of international 
students from Asia, Africa, Latin America, 
and Eastern Europe. I hope to continue 
sharing my experiences in helping to 
enhance the international student learning 
experience here at Saint Mary’s”. 

Faculty Workshops Focus on Acculturation

Muhammad Elhabibi
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