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Thematic Introduction 
In 2020, higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide had to shift to emergen-
cy-remote teaching due to the COVID-pandemic (ERT, HODGES, MOORE, LOC-
KEE, TRUST & BOND, 2020), which has stimulated research on higher education 
teaching and learning like few situations before. This by itself is already an interest-
ing finding, since teaching and learning at HEIs has not always been in the focus of 
researchers’ interest. 

Before making any bold statements on how long or durable the changes might be in the 
future, we suggest looking deeper into conditions of such change and possible longer-
term amendments in higher education teaching and learning. In our view, it is neces-
sary to further develop the teaching and learning cultures within HEIs for change to 
become persistent. Defining teaching-and-learning cultures as SCHEIN (1990) and 
others did, the cultural approach especially focuses on every day, normal behavior and 
artifacts and their relations to deep convictions and beliefs (cf. ALVESSON, 2002).

In our view, the cultural approach is appropriate here because of three reasons: 

First, this perspective is best suited to explain long-term changes in institutions. 
Adopted by research in the field of business administration and change management, 
it can explain factors relevant to both successful as well as non-successful long-term 
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change efforts. Second, the cultural perspective considers the often-complex condi-
tions in teaching and learning institutions, including strong traditions surrounding 
teaching and learning, both across, but especially within disciplines (e.g., JENERT, 
2014), the organizational and managerial peculiarities of educational institutions, 
the technological conditions, the sociological peculiarities as well as the psycholog-
ical specifics of the people involved. This analysis, often based on a multi-method 
approach, thus, offers deeper insights into how processes and structures change.

And third, instead of viewing the COVID-induced crisis as the potential origin of 
possible long-term changes in higher-education teaching and learning, the cultural 
approach considers this rather as a catalyst of change. This way, it considers the 
complex cultural conditions like different cultures’ coherence and content prior to 
the emergency state of remote teaching. 

Hence, we invite you to adopt a cultural perspective on the recent changes in higher 
education teaching and learning when reading the following contributions. When 
doing so, it might be useful to distinguish a cultural quantity dimension – relating to 
the number of underlying convictions and values changed – from a quality dimen-
sion – relating to the content of the new normal such as the higher acceptance of 
digital teaching, changed role expectations such as power shifts caused by the online 
format, and the role of experimentation in teaching. 

The nine articles in the special issue highlight two main issues related to the pan-
demic-induced experimentation in teaching and learning: 

As indicated by the diversity of the authors’ physical locations, COVID and emer-
gency-remote teaching affected HEIs at a nearly global scale. Authors in this issue 
come from European countries (Switzerland, Germany), North America (the USA) as 
well as the southern hemisphere (South Africa). Given the breadth of COVID-relat-
ed (change) experiences, the insights presented in this issue can be relevant to many 
HEIs across the globe, notwithstanding their cultural and institutional specificities. 
In addition, and of high relevance to us, the articles collected here focus both on dif-
ferent positions or roles (students, faculty, management) as well as on different levels 
of teaching and learning in higher education (teaching and learning, curricular or in-
stitutional levels, cf. BRAHM, JENERT & EULER, 2016). While most contributions 
focus on the student experience during COVID, others investigate faculty/instructors’ 
perspectives including faculty development. Yet another group takes a more systemic, 
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institutional point of view. It could be argued that higher-education research takes up a 
multi-level perspective when exploring change and the new normal. 

The opportunities to go further in these topics were offered by hosting the 2021 
annual conference of the Swiss Faculty Development Network (SFDN) as well as by 
editing the conference-related special issue that you are currently reading. With both 
outlets, we aimed at exploring what it can mean to cultivate a culture of experimen-
tation not just within a crisis, but also beyond.

Overview of contributions 
Chaka Chaka opens the special issue with an overview over 18 reviews related to 
COVID-19 as a driver for change in higher-education teaching and learning. In ad-
dition to highlighting some of the technological aspects of the current (2020–21) 
pandemic-induced online teaching, the research paper indicates the importance of 
the variety of topics and themes, for this specific situation, including challenges and 
quality aspects of (virtual) teaching. Many of these are, of course, relevant beyond 
the COVID-pandemic.

The following four articles focus the students’ experiences and their view related to 
the COVID-induced online teaching. 

In the article by Ronja Büker and Tobias Jenert, the focus is on first-year students 
and their challenges during their transition to university, especially in the light of the 
pandemic-induced online teaching. The authors developed a short intervention that 
includes positive self-verbalization to reduce students’ anxiety and enhance their 
self-efficacy. Conducted as an experimental-control group study with a pre- and 
post-test, data indicate that for the class with lower self-efficacy, the intervention 
resulted in an increase of students’ self-efficacy over time. The study therefore gives 
evidence to important challenges that students experience during the pandemic as 
well as ways how to deal with them on an institutional level. 

Laura Otto and Anna Wanka explore – through a mixed-methods study – how tea-
ching and learning have changed among students during the pandemic. The study, 
done within social sciences and humanities programs at a German university, indi-
cates that the university largely has lost its function of structuring learning. In ad-
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dition to the loss of time and space frames of learning, virtual teaching and learning 
has reduced opportunities of learning together with other students and of being in 
contact with their instructors. Interestingly and importantly for the issue’s theme, 
the authors dare to predict some medium- and long-term consequences of the pan-
demic, for higher-education teaching and learning.
Taking up a different perspective on students’ roles, Thomas Tribelhorn, Roman 
Suter and Sevgi Isaak explore the value of student ecoaches as change agents. The 
research paper investigates this implementation of a reverse mentoring scheme in 
higher education at a Swiss university. Results stress the importance of cooperation 
and ability for success, in addition to organizational matters. The authors derive 
conclusions regarding this kind of unusual cooperation between students and tea-
chers, thereby developing ideas for future experimentation with higher-education 
teaching and learning. 
Ruth Puhr examines the impact that the COVID pandemic might have for the work-
place preparation of hospitality-management students – a field that was hit especial-
ly hard by the pandemic. Based on a theoretical discussion of the two concepts, she 
argues for replacing the concept of employability by work readiness. Following the 
discussion, job profiles and responsibilities may be changing too rapidly so that the 
former concept could be questioned. In a mixed-methods study, the author surveys 
students’ views on these concepts and investigates factors that may have a positive 
effect on the development of work readiness.
The two following contributions add on the student perspective by focusing on the 
faculty or higher-education instructors during and related to the pandemic. 
In their research paper, Michael Eichhorn, Alexander Tillmann and Hendrik Drachs
ler apply an almost classic topic, higher-education teachers’ approaches to teaching, 
to digital teaching. The quantitative study design and statistical analyses is based on 
data from about 300 higher-education teachers at a German university. Although the 
study was done in the high time of the pandemic-induced virtual teaching (summer 
2020), their results are important beyond current conditions: The finding that, for in-
stance, student-oriented instructors seem to better adapt to the crisis by using a grea-
ter variety of teaching methods has direct relevance for future university teaching.
Taking the crisis in pandemic seriously, Rachel Plews and Laura Zizka introduce, in 
their workshop report, a trauma-informed approach to faculty development in and 
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during the pandemic. The authors describe a workshop held at the 2021 SFDN con-
ference that was based on seven principles of trauma-informed work with higher-
education instructors. In addition to this relatively new approach, they offer insights 
produced by the workshop participants, connected to their experiences with this 
and similar approaches during the pandemic, many of which could be connected to 
principles of good practice in faculty development. 

The final two contributions take a more systemic, institutional perspective. 

Jennifer Blank, Sonja Sälzle, Linda Vogt and André Bleicher explore opportunities 
in higher-education institutions post-COVID. Based on a discussion of Luhmann’s 
terms contingency and possibility space, the report describes results of a series of 
interviews and focus groups with teachers, students, and university management. 
Building on the main findings of acting under uncertainty, especially concerning 
the first weeks of emergency-remote teaching, the authors develop institutional re-
commendations for arranging areas of experimentation in higher education post 
pandemic. 

Julia Nitsche and colleagues analyze the change that their university executed due to 
the COVID-pandemic in a research paper. In addition to describing and theorizing 
about the change process on the institutional level, the authors use data from faculty-
support or faculty development sessions, combined with responses from student sur-
veys on their perception of the digital teaching. Intriguingly, both data sets indicate a 
need for systematic development of teaching competences, which seems to be one of 
the main conclusions of experiences with teaching online at many places. 
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