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Over a nice, hot cup of tea! Reflecting on the conditions for meaningful, informal conversations between academic developers and novice academics
Informal conversation has always been important in academic development as a means of getting academics to open up and share their experiences. Academic developers use explicit techniques to make this informality apparent, for example through discussions following teaching observations. There are also more implicit, subtle strategies used to nudge these informal conversations. Two of these strategies are discussed in this reflective piece as they are otherwise rarely reported on: the inclusion of refreshments and the importance of vulnerability. 
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Introduction
During my career I have worked as an academic developer for 15 years, serving as director for two flagship programmes at my respective institution (a traditional, research-intensive university). I directed a programme for graduate teaching assistants attended by willing participants and one for probationary lecturers attended by individuals with less than 3 years of teaching experience in fulfilment of their contractual obligations. From my experience, informal conversations in formal settings rarely just happen. Something about the setting needs to shift to enable spaces to feel natural and homely, inviting informal conversation which serves to reinforce formal learning (Thomson 2015). More specifically, the question being explored in this piece is: As an academic developer, which ambient conditions guide meaningful, informal conversations between myself and novice academics? This reflective piece focuses on the conversation between academic developer and novice academic, which usually commences in a formal environment with interesting power dynamics that assume the academic developer is an expert teacher (Debowski 2014). 

The catalysts for informal conversation
In my own practice, I have found two things to be of great importance in nurturing these conversations: refreshments and vulnerability. Both ideas are rarely reported on in literature on academic practice, and yet feel important and deserve an airing.  

Refreshments pave the way
The point may seem futile as providing refreshments can appear unnecessary. In my own setting, in efforts to be taken seriously, continual and concerted resistance was exercised in providing refreshments and the ‘time out’ that it implies. Yet, such provisions are vital in creating a sense of informality in what is otherwise a formal, uncomfortable setting because teachers are potentially treated like students – something they can be resistant towards. Admittedly, there are cost implications and budgets allocated to formal programmes are often meagre (Weimer 2007), but at times I have felt so strongly about the importance of food as a catalyst for informal conversation that pounds have personally been spent on decent biscuits and cakes. 
Thomson encourages us to ‘allocate space, provide refreshments, and plan for informal times for participants to discuss their teaching and the formal content’ (p.146) during formal sessions. Others have commented on the importance of breaks during sessions (for example Knight 2006). Refreshments are more controversial; they certainly boost evaluation scores but can be seen as a form of placating participants which can risk creating meaningful change within them (Chadha 2013). More importantly though a message is sent, that we, as a community of academic developers care - an important first step in establishing a safe space and from which other conversations can flow more readily (perhaps about the mediocre quality of sandwiches!). The point made though is a serious one; barriers can be broken down and an informal environment created. Previous research exemplifies this point with shared meals resulting in the creation of a common space and building of a community (Katz 2012). Exceptional commensality (the sharing of meals) of the type referred to helps establish exchanges and nurture a sense of belonging, but according to Marovelli (2019) concerns are also raised: 1. Social inclusion and social exclusion are fostered through commensality 2. Commensality does not equate to conviviality i.e. sharing meals together does not necessarily result in people forming strong bonds with one another. Addressing the first concern, I have noticed that when sandwiches are unwrapped several participants stride towards them and the lead facilitator, sharing otherwise hidden truths about their teaching practices. A small minority will quietly pick up a sandwich and head towards their office to answer emails. Little can be done to rectify this situation, but I now realise that engagement is an individual choice; it is however a form of self-exclusion. Unfortunately, at times self-exclusion is caused by feelings of discomfort and a sense of not belonging – a situation academic developers readily identify with (Green and Little 2013). Empathy can be channelled by following-up with those individuals who disappear when lunch beckons to further extend our support, and by checking in on them demonstrate a high level of awareness. The second concern is slightly more complex – individuals do not necessarily seek out opportunities to be outwardly sociable and positively receptive towards one another, and challenging relationships can be equally beneficial in encouraging critical thought. The stronger the relationship though, the more open and honest the ensuing conversation. There is value in being open, and more importantly being vulnerable.    

The virtue of vulnerability 
Friendships are built when individuals can feel vulnerable with one another, and in the case of academic development speak lucidly about teaching and learning. Becoming a better teacher means that you confront your hopes, fears, and dreams around teaching whilst also permitting yourself an honest critique of your values and belief systems. Vulnerability stems from and shows itself in conversation, with the initial responsibility for instigating honesty in that conversation taken up by the academic developer. Vulnerability takes courage and in the words of Brantmeier (2013) ‘the concept is simple - open yourself, contextualise that self in societal constructs and systems, co-learn, admit you do not know and be human’ (p.2). Speaking from experience, I have settled on 3 key aspects of vulnerability in an academic development setting:   
· Vulnerability invites vulnerability (Wesch 2012)
· Mastery is not important here and neither is control (primary interest in non-structured conversations that defy power relationships) (Dale and Frye 2009)
· [bookmark: _Hlk43916444]Trust is hugely important, as conversations about teaching are private and often limited to a small number of trusted colleagues (Roxå and Mårtensson 2009)
	Even though I start off as a relative stranger with the novice academics, I do what I expect most academic developers do, I open myself up in some way and allow myself to be vulnerable with the group. My personal apprehensions and failings as a teacher are revealed during taught sessions through sharing snippets of my reflective narrative along with some poor student evaluations. I reveal how these things made me feel, and how they informed my journey. As an academic developer I put it all on the line, choosing not to be selectively vulnerable (Brantmeier 2013), but completely so. Is it problematic if I reveal my failings? The hope is it encourages others to open up as there is less fear of judgement; a degree of congeniality is shown and trust built by sharing otherwise private problems and challenges, a position reported on by Roxå and Mårtensson (2009). Being both vulnerable and credible can be difficult; the expression ‘intellectual candour’ coined by Molloy and Bearman is a particularly apt one to redress this situation, in that doubts, fears and anxieties are expressed purposefully to both further my own learning whilst supporting that of others (Molloy and Bearman 2019). Likewise, attempts are made to foster a sense of equality in the relationship. The position occupied by the academic developer has always been that of the facilitator, the listener, and the critical friend but never the teacher. During informal conversations, I steer clear of textbook answers – instead my experiences (both good and bad) guide these conversations in hopes that as others build up their bank of experiences, they learn to trust and value these experiences in shaping their teaching. That shared space of dialogue is crucial in allowing individuals to feel ‘confidently vulnerable’ and not dwell on failures.    

And so… 
Undoubtedly there are certainly times when, even with the onslaught of refreshments and the prospect of being actively listened to, engagement among participants is somewhat lacking (Deaker et al. 2016). However, we are equally obliged to channel whatever momentum has been created – effective programme design can play a vital role here. In past years, as programme director I have inserted facilitated study hours into the timetable. An additional hour is timetabled as a contact hour following taught sessions, but has traditionally been reserved for individuals to work on their reflective portfolios of evidence (the main assessment for the programmes), devour leftover sandwiches, and receive personal help with constructing their reflective commentaries before committing them to paper. By scheduling this supplementary hour, participants make use of it as they choose to; the additional time serves to inspire those who appear less engaged to progress with the assignment and stimulates those who want to swap stories of success and failure to share at leisure. As draft sections of the portfolio are completed, participants are invited to submit these informally to programme tutors for feedback and obtain much-needed reassurance they are on the right track and will fulfil programme requirements in a timely manner. 

In conclusion 
In formulating this reflective piece, I have considered the importance of refreshments and vulnerability in stimulating informal conversations. Perhaps both already serve as embedded strategic approaches used by many academic developers, but they are not explicitly reported on or indeed challenged. Refreshments are costly and can be misconstrued as bribery. Vulnerability is risky and could potentially expose the academic developer to ridicule. However, I sincerely believe in the importance of both aspects in achieving the unstructured, open, honest conversation that is central to academic developers doing their job well. After all, one should not underestimate the power of a decent cup of tea! 
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