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Abstract

Higher education was in flux even before the coronavirus pandemic hit, triggered 
by shifts in the world due to digital transformations for quite some time. This 
has raised calls for new models of leadership, new teaching-learning conceptions 
and new organizational cultures, alike. The experiences of emergency remote 
teaching during the pandemic are, in this sense, not to be seen as a crisis to survive,
but as an opportunity for transformation. However, it remains contested whether 
experiences made under crisis conditions can lead to sustainable learning and 
change. Based on crisis research, pragmatic theory on the meaning and function 
of reflections, and the concept of organizational resilience, the following chapter 
argues that collective reflection plays a pivotal role in transforming experience 
into sustainable change in higher education teaching and learning. This will re-
quire innovation not only in the way we conceptualize and organize teaching itself, 
but also how we can innovate in the processes and structures of higher education 
to foster new ways for collective reflection.

Zusammenfassung

Nicht erst seit der Corona-Pandemie befindet sich die Hochschulbildung im 
Wandel, und dieser ist nicht zuletzt auf weltweite Veränderungen aufgrund der 
digitalen Transformation zurückzuführen. Dies hat den Ruf nach neuen Führungs-
modellen, neuen Lehr-Lern-Konzeptionen und auch nach neuen Organisationskul-
turen laut werden lassen. Die Erfahrungen der Notfall-Fernlehre unter Corona 
sind in diesem Sinne nicht als Krise zu sehen, die es zu überstehen gilt, sondern 
als Chance zur Transformation. Es bleibt jedoch umstritten, ob Erfahrungen, die 
unter Krisenbedingungen gemacht werden, zu nachhaltigem Lernen und Wandel 
führen können. Basierend auf der Krisenforschung, der pragmatischen Theorie 
zur Bedeutung und Funktion von Reflexionen und dem Konzept der organisa-
tionalen Resilienz wird im folgenden Beitrag argumentiert, dass die kollektive 
Reflexion eine zentrale Rolle bei der Transformation von Erfahrungen in nach-
haltige Veränderungen in der Hochschullehre und im Lernen spielt. Es ist anzu-
nehmen, dass dies nicht nur Innovationen in der Art und Weise erfordert, wie wir 
Lehre an sich konzeptualisieren und organisieren, sondern auch, wie Prozesse
und Strukturen der Hochschulbildung innoviert werden können, um neue Wege 
für kollektive Reflexion zu fördern.
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1. Covid-19 has boosted the digitalization 
of higher education. Hasn’t it?

From the beginning of the coronavirus crisis and the ad-hoc implementation 
of emergency remote teaching (ERT), commentators and practitioners alike 
were quick to highlight its potential as an accelerator of the long-overdue digital 
transformation of the higher education sector. Some even went as far as to call 
it a transformative moment for higher education teaching and learning overall 
(e. g., Haslam, Madsen & Nielsen 2020; Höhl 2020).1 As can be inferred from 
crisis theory, though, critical and unprecedented events are highly contingent 
in their impact, and can easily lead to resistance, depression and regression 
behind a previously achieved state (Buchanan & Denyer 2013; Turner & Avison 
1992). And institutions of higher education, on many levels, have been argued 
to have strong tendencies to immunize themselves against disruptive changes 
and innovations, whether in crisis mode or not. In light of this, the crucial question
is whether the ad-hoc digital transformation of the higher education sector to 
ERT mode holds innovative and sustainable potential for the advancement of 
digitally enriched pedagogies.

In this chapter, I will explore the need for reflection in order to transfer the ex-
traordinary ERT experiences gained during the Covid-19 pandemic into sustain-
able learnings for higher education. My argument will be based on research and 
theory on reflections in the pragmatic and transformative sense (e. g., Mezirow 
1991), and on the concept of organizational resilience (Duchek 2020). Both theo-
retical strands allow innovation and change to be conceptualized as the result 
of critical inspection and reflection of hands-on experiences; this holds true not 
only on the individual but also on the organizational level.

1  The following elaborations are based on the European perspective. The author does not claim to under-
stand how Covid-19 has impacted higher education on other continents and is aware that her under-
standing of the situation is biased by her social, racial and economic background.
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2. Emergency remote teaching during Covid-19: 
Crisis or opportunity?

It has been said, and not wrongly, that a crisis is also an opportunity for develop-
ment. Regarding the unexpected ERT situation in higher education, too, hopes 
have been expressed that circumstances will serve as a boost to innovation and 
transformation (for further elaborations cf. Kerres 2020). Indeed, crisis research 
has shown that chaotic and uncertain situations increase the probability of in-
novative and unconventional solutions to the problems at hand, which amplifies 
their potential as accelerators of change (Kazanjian, Drazin & Glynn 2000). Addi-
tionally, it has been argued that digitalization and the disruption it brings about 
could be exactly what higher education needs to take an active stance towards the 
long-overdue re-invention of its pedagogical and organizational practices in the 
wake of the pressing challenges of the 21st century (e. g. Lemoine & Richardson, 
2019; Blayone, van Oostveen, Barber, DiGiuseppe, & Childs, 2017; King 2012).

Generally, it needs to be said that ideas of  digitally enhanced or even transformed
teaching and learning have not always been met with open arms in the sphere 
of higher education (e .g. Sjöberg & Lilja 2019), and that they have not necessar-
ily led to innovation in teaching-learning practices either (Blin & Munro, 2008). 
Forms of innovation in digitally enhanced teaching have mainly taken place 
on the initiative of small groups of digital enthusiasts, or in cases where institu-
tional policies led to a strong support structure (Kirkup and Kirkwood 2005; 
Tømte et al. 2019). However, institutions of higher education are experiencing 
increased pressure to become more digital as they compete to attract students. 
In this context, alternative solutions such as Massive Open Online Courses, 
corporate-funded higher education programs and further education courses are 
providing highly innovative solutions (e. g., Sadera 2014). These new forms of 
educations are challenging the traditional »going-to-university« ways of learn-
ing, since alternative concepts are seen as more timely, flexible and suited to 
the demands of a digitalized world (Bonvillain & Singer 2013; Bowen 2013; 
Hammershøj 2019; Kergel & Heidkamp 2018). 

No systematic empirical research exists today on whether institutions of higher 
education are more or less prone to resistance to (crisis-enforced) change. Much 
in line with other forms of resistance to change, resistance to the digital trans-
formation of (traditional) higher education should, however, not be attributed 
to individual motives and dispositions, but seen as teachers’, students’ or 
administrators’ reactions to configurations and narrations at the systemic 
level (for an overview, cf. Piderit 2000; Scholkmann 2021; Vermeulen et al. 2017), 
In this sense, we need to assume that what individual teachers, students and 
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administrators might have experienced during ERT will form the basis of a col-
lective narration. Given the challenging nature of the experience, this narration 
could easily take the direction of »never again«, »we did it, but only because we 
had to«, »glad it’s over« and, finally, »great to be back to the old normal«. Conscious 
and collective communicative efforts are needed to form a realistic, yet forward-
oriented and shared understanding of the one-and-a-half-year experience of 
ERT. I elaborate on these under the umbrella term »reflections«.

3. The pivotal role of reflections for individual 
and organizational learning

3.1  Individual and collective reflections

The role and function of reflecting and reflections for learning has long been 
known as part of problem-oriented pedagogical approaches. They stem from writ-
ings which, in a pragmatic philosophy of science tradition, argue for experiences 
as foundations of truth and knowledge – which both can and must be achieved 
through their critical reflection (e. g. Dewey 1933; Kolb 1984; Schön 1983). Follow-
ing Mezirow (1991), reflections are the cognitive and emotional act which trans-
fers experience into long-term learning by allocating meaning to said experience. 
This requires active and conscious engagement (Plack, Dunfee, Rindflesch & 
Driscoll 2008). Also, an experience needs to be meaningful to an individual (or or-
ganization) in order to transfer potential learning  to actual learning (Jarvis 1987).

Oftentimes, reflections are conceived of as individual acts of metacognitive 
scrutiny (e. g. Rogers 2001). However, reflections can also much in line with 
their pragmatic underpinnings take part at the group and collective level (Lolle, 
Scholkmann, & Kristensen, forthcoming). The resulting  organizational learn-
ing is seen as the establishment of joint problem-solving practice, and the re-
flection on said practice to make learning durable (Brandi & Elkjaer 2014; Yeo 
& Marquardt 2010). The collective inspection of experience thereby is seen as 
holding value in itself, since it leads to an enrichment and even transformation 
of individual reflections on the dimension of social practice (Brandi & Elkjaer 
2015). This goes beyond the mere scrutiny of practice in order to correct mistakes
and enhance performance. Rather, the focus is placed on the »participation in 
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practice« (Elkjaer 2018, p. 7) and the establishment of communities of practice 
(Lave & Wenger 1991). Although not necessarily always transformative, reflec-
tions bear the potential to bring about fundamental change in an individual’s or a 
group’s cognitive, emotional, and social structures. On the organizational level 
this has been formalized in conceptions such as single-loop vs. double-loop learn-
ing (Argyris & Schön, 1978), but also, and specifically for the educational sphere, 
in more recent understandings of reflections as a collective practice, which is en-
hanced or limited by concrete contextual conditions (Kemmis et al., 2014).

It can be assumed that a crisis event – such as the Covid-19 pandemic and, as a 
result, ERT in higher education – is most likely meaningful and built on experi-
ences of individual and collective practices. Given these premises, it can be ar-
gued that those involved cannot avoid reflecting and allocating meaning to what 
they have been experiencing in this extranordinary situation. However, the ten-
dencies within higher education, as described above, to deflect and immunize 
against digital transformation can increase the probability that learnings from 
ERT will take a retrograde direction. This would dash the high hopes expressed 
for a boost to the digital transformation of higher education.

It is not the intention of this chapter to discuss whether all aspects of a digitally
transformed higher education are equally desirable in the long run. The question
in the current situation is, however, how individual reflections – both positive 
and negative – can be combined as part of an organizational learning process, 
and how reflecting upon experience can help to emerge stronger from a crisis 
situation, specifically.

3.2  Organizational resilience

Conceptions of organizational learning in relation to crisis argue that reflecting on 
experience contributes to organizational resilience. Resilience, generally speaking,
means a system’s capacity »to cope effectively with unexpected events, bounce 
back from crises, and even foster future success« (Duchek 2020: 215). For quite 
some time, research on (organizational) resilience was concerned with finding 
general factors that prevent negative reactions to crises. That it has failed to do 
so, repeatedly, is hardly surprising. As elaborated in the introduction, reactions 
to crises are highly specific and contingent, and it is virtually impossible to define
general factors of resilience for specific organizational contexts. Moreover, and 
this relates resilience to reflections, research has found that resilience develops 
in phases over time and is, therefore, to be considered more as a process than a 
personal or organizational attribute.
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This processual view is beautifully described in Duchek’s (2020) organizational 
resilience framework. The phases before (anticipation) and during (coping) a crisis 
call for a preparedness to expect the unexpected (in the anticipation phase) and to 
accept the situation as it is and to develop and implement hands-on solutions to 
deal with it (in the coping phase). This requires specific resources to observe the 
environment (anticipation) and to coordinate the implementation of solutions 
(coping), respectively. The phase after the crisis event (adaptation) entails the al-
location of meaning to the experiences made during the crisis through reflection. 
By reflecting, as well as by allocating organizational power, ephemeral experienc-
es will be transferred into more durable and sustainable learning and develop-
ment, which can serve as resources for the organization in crises to come. Most 
likely, these learnings will, at least to some degree, be transformative in nature, 
i. e. they will lead to changes in »norms, values and practices« (Duchek 2020, 
p. 231). 

Crisis research has shown that organizational learning after extreme events can 
be hampered by competing interpretations of said events, disregard for exper-
tise and opinions and rigid beliefs within the organization (for an overview cf. 
Buchanan & Denyer 2013). Therefore, reflections in the adaptation phase need 
to be appreciative, collaborative and co-constructive behaviors (e. g. Mitchell 
& Sackney 2011). Building communities of practice and sharing reflection can 
provide a powerful way to overcome dysfunctional effects of a crisis situation by 
integrating the social dimension within the learning process.

4. Examples of collective reflections during 
the Covid-19 crisis

Teachers, administrators, higher education researchers and educational devel-
opers have, almost intuitively, embraced the idea of the need for collective reflec-
tion. There are many examples where they have engaged in acts of collective re-
flection during the coronavirus crisis. Amongst others, early on, an initiative led 
by a group of higher educational developers launched an open Padlet to collect 
research activities around teaching under Covid-19 (Hochschuldidaktisches 
Zentrum Sachsen 2020). Although not necessarily reflective in itself, this 
Padlet was communicated as a practice to provide and distribute knowledge as a 
basis for future research-based reflections (Sekyra 2020). 
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Another initiative was (and still is) the autoethnographic research project AEDiL 
(e. g. Steinhardt 2020, Ternes et al, in this book). While the collective Padlet was 
first and foremost aimed at collecting and systematizing upcoming research ac-
tivities and trends, AEDiL used autoethnography as an approach to individually 
and collectively analyze teaching experiences. In their recently published book, 
the authors describe different narratives that evolved around new digital rou-
tines emerging during the pandemic, which can be seen as accounts and prod-
ucts of collective reflection. Moreover, the authors reflect on their autoethno-
graphic-reflective practices, coming up with valuable insights  into collaboration, 
trust, shared responsibility and openness to trial and failure (AEDiL 2021). 

I would like to argue that, although different in their scope and complexity, both 
of these projects can be seen as examples of collective reflection. However, they 
are community-based and not organization-based enterprises, i. e. they engaged 
individuals from different institutions. In doing so they are providing collective 
reflection spaces that are positioned (partly) apart from administrative affor-
dances and intra-institutional politics (although not apart from institutional dy-
namics, e. g. DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This independence can help to build an 
open and trusting climate among those involved (cf. AEDiL 2021). However, the 
respective initiatives also place the burden onto engaged individuals to transfer 
pandemic learnings conceived through collective reflections. Again, these indi-
viduals will have to carry those learnings back into their respective institutions. 
This might not in itself be problematic, since reflective learning to some degree 
always requires acts of transfer (Scholkmann et al. forthcoming). However, for 
organizational learning, collective reflection is most likely to be successful when 
it takes place within an institution.

The present book contains some fine examples of how reflective practices have 
been established on the organizational level, i. e. in individual universities or de-
partments. The chapter by van Ackeren, Bös, and Lamprecht (in this book) de-
scribes the implementation of a  university-wide taskforce for teaching and learn-
ing, for example. Much in line with Duchek’s (2020) model of organizational 
resilience, this taskforce has been monitoring and reflecting the emergent devel-
opments around ERT, and recommended timely organizational changes based 
on their assessment of the situation. Obviously, the reflections of this taskforce 
were supported by institutional power (being an officially implemented body of 
the institution) and were taking place under a much more action-oriented per-
spective than community-based reflections (working toward direct and timely 
measures and changes within the institution). The work of this taskforce ap-
pears to have been highly effective in the concrete crisis situation; however, 
since it also derives its legitimization through this very crisis, it might be not 
possible to use this format for longer-term and durable reflections that lead to 
larger – and potentially transformative – learnings. In order to achieve these, the 
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allocation of power and resources will be needed to secure both documentation 
and implementation of new solutions (Duchek, 2020). However, these process-
es should not be thought of as only being directed toward concrete outputs, but 
must contain the institutionalization of practices of reflection (as described in 
the chapter, but on a continuous basis) in order to develop their full power for 
organizational learning.

5. Concluding remarks

Although in the last paragraph community-based and intra-institutional reflec-
tions were framed as dichotomous modes, it needs to be stressed that a pragmatic 
view of reflection allows them also to be treated as dynamically intertwined. In 
this view, reflections are understood as taking place in communities of practice, 
which can be overlapping, and individuals can take part in more than one reflective 
community at the same time – within or across institutions. In this sense, the 
present book can also be seen as an enterprise of collective reflection over the 
experiences of and with ERT during the crisis. 

It should be noted, though, that the coronavirus pandemic remains ongoing in 
larger parts of the world, and various forms of lockdowns, shutdowns and partial
openings are turning what was initially ERT into a more permanent situation. 
It can only be hypothesized how and what these developments will ultimately 
contribute to the overall picture, and whether Covid-19 and resulting ERT will 
lead to lasting digital change (cf. also Wollscheid, Scholkmann, Capasso & Olsen
2021). What we can say is that reflection is a critical factor if we are to stand a 
chance of learning from these challenges.

Author’s note

A previous version of this work was presented as a keynote at Tage der Lehre FH 
St. Pölten 2020. However, this chapter extends beyond the ideas expressed there.
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