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ABSTRACT: This article analyses the concept of diversity in education in the context 
of Eastern Europe and how its meaning might differ from that used in Western-fo-
cused literature. The study explores how faculty interpret diversity based on their 
experience of teaching contexts as being homogenous, situational, or international-
ized, for which interviews have been conducted with university educators in Eastern 
Europe. In a phenomenographic analysis, three different approaches to how faculty 
engage with diversity in the classroom were identified: (1) exposing students to di-
versity as an external phenomenon through teaching; (2) focusing on the diversities 
among students in each classroom and learning how to navigate them; (3) using the 
diversities present in the classroom to facilitate inclusive teaching and learning. We 
argue that the meanings and intentions associated with understanding diversity are 
constitutive of how faculty see their role in facilitating student learning in a diverse 
classroom, especially of their strategies to address sensitive and controversial topics. 
Finally, we discuss the implications for teaching practice and academic development, 
in addition to the relevance of diversity in Eastern European classrooms.  
KEYWORDS: Eastern Europe, higher education, diversity, sensitive topics, concep-
tions of learning

INTRODUCTION

Several researchers proposed the argument that certain commonly-used concepts, 
such as multiculturalism, diversity, democracy and alike, often reflect the experi-

ence of Western Europe and thus are narrowly defined. Indeed, political narratives and 



130 SOCIETY REGISTER 2022 / VOL. 6., NO. 1

concepts are often transferred or borrowed from the West to Eastern Europe for the 
sake of imitation (Homes & Krastev 2019). Instead, these concepts should be seen as 
historically embedded phenomena with meanings that reflect historical, cultural and 
social contexts, thus strongly linking these concepts with past collective experience 
(e.g. Berkes 2010; Koesel & Dunajeva 2017). Not only the meaning of these concepts 
differs but also surveys consistently demonstrate strong regional differences between 
attitudes towards issues related to multiculturalism, social values and diversity (Pew 
Research Center 2018). 

For instance, within the field of education, Erzsebet Csereklye, a Hungarian expert 
on social and cultural diversity in education, suggests that Eastern European socie-
ties experienced different constructs of social diversity, in which teachers’ percep-
tion of diversity within classrooms are rooted (Csereklye 2014). More specifically, dur-
ing socialism, a regime that lasted nearly 50 years, interpretations of social diversity 
were determined by a class-based approach, while critical discussion of diversity in 
education was entirely missing (Balint, Gubi, & Mihaly 1980; discussed in Csereklye 
2014). Today, this approach dominates pedagogical approaches, and diversity is still 
defined as connected to economic status rather than other characteristics (Csereklye 
2014). Discussion about diversity and multiculturalism in education has not reached 
post-Socialist countries until the 1990s (Csereklye 2014), making these concepts rel-
atively novel for education. 

In this study, we look at classroom diversity, first as it is conceptualized in Cen-
tral-Eastern Europe (CEE) and then as it is defined in the field of higher education. We 
wish to note that by discussing the experience of CEE universities, we do not mean 
to simplify reality and disregard differences, sometimes very pronounced, among the 
institutions in the region. Instead, our goal is to demonstrate how certain shared ex-
periences and attitudes, as well as institutional factors, may explain the way univer-
sity faculty conceptualize and mobilize diversity in their classrooms. We argue that 
the approach to the diversity of faculty in higher education depends on the societal, 
cultural, legal and political context in which their institutions operate and the social 
milieu where faculty socialize as educators. 

Since “diversity is in itself a multi-dimensional concept, dependent on the cultural 
context and level of awareness of difference” (Claeys-Kulik et al. 2019: 23), conse-
quently, in this study, we define diversity as a contextual concept that depends on 
one’s experience. For example, increased migration in one country or a significant 
number of international students in national higher education institutions (HEIs) may 
have increased awareness of cultural, ethnic and religious diversity. In contrast, diver-
sity may be narrowly seen in other places in terms of gender or disability (Claeys-Kulik 
et al. 2019). In our study, we develop this argument further and highlight how diversi-
ty is defined and operationalized through faculty experiences of their classroom con-
text, shaping their personal teaching theories and, more specifically, their attitudes 
and strategies to address sensitive and controversial topics.
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METHODOLOGY

The authors of this study participated in KA203-C646E630 “SensiClass” Erasmus+ 
Project, which was a collaborative endeavour between four universities located in 
Hungary, Estonia, Poland, and the Czech Republic, aimed at developing pedagogical 
strategies to promote social change towards inclusive societies. In the framework of 
this project, the authors inquired from faculty in Eastern Europe about the challenges 
inherent to culturally diverse higher education classrooms. Interviewed faculty did 
not necessarily participate in the project. Hence, this research was motivated by the 
ongoing inquiry about teachers’ experiences with diversity and sensitive topics in 
Eastern Europe under ‘SensiClass’ project.

The study builds on a survey (N=12), and semi-structured interviews (N=9) conduct-
ed with faculty members from project partner universities. The anonymized survey 
was conducted in April and May of 2020 and aimed at collecting faculty insights about 
the challenges and dilemmas they face or anticipate facing when teaching in diverse 
classrooms. Then, based on the survey, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
online between May 2020 and August 2021. Participation was voluntary, and informed 
consent was obtained from each participant prior to and during the interview. The 
interviews ranged from 30 to 60 minutes in length. We made no voice recording of 
conversations and instead took detailed verbatim notes that were complemented with 
interview scripts drafted directly after the interviews. In fact, research demonstrates 
that ‘data quality between audio-recorded transcripts and interview scripts written di-
rectly after the interview were comparable in the detail captured,’ and ideas may even 
be better organized in the script rather than transcript (Rutakumwa et al. 2020: 565). 

Each interview followed a set of leading questions shaped by researchers to probe 
further the initial data obtained from the survey, yet participants had opportunities 
to reflect on what they felt was important and were encouraged to share experiences 
they themselves deemed relevant to the discussion of diversity in their teaching con-
text. In addition, during the interview, we inquired about the wider teaching context 
in which university educators work; in specific, teachers were asked to reflect on the 
social and cultural composition of their society, national political trends, public and 
media discourses and the implications of these factors on their teaching environment. 
Interviews were conducted in English. All interviewees were from the Social Scienc-
es and Humanities disciplines. They differed in terms of academic rank and level of 
teaching experience as well as in terms of institutional contexts in which they en-
gaged with diversity in teaching. Table 1 describes the number and basic details about 
interviewed faculty.
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To interpret the interview data, we employed phenomenographic analysis to ex-
plore how faculty conceptualize diversity based on their understanding of the teaching 
context and personal teaching histories and how these conceptualizations shape their 
teaching practice. In line with phenomenographic research tradition, we distinguished 
between the conceptions of a phenomenon and the approaches to the phenomenon 
and explored empirically the logical link between them (Prosser & Trigwell 1999; Åk-
erlind 2007; Marton & Pong 2005). In the context of our study, diversity represented 
a phenomenon under analysis. In our investigation and the interview coding process 
accordingly, we distinguished what faculty think diversity means in their classroom 
from how they approach handling diversity through teaching. Such distinction helped 
us to arrive at inductive categories for different conceptualizations of diversity and 
teaching approaches associated with them and to detail faculty self-conceptions of 
teaching in diverse environments of the CEE region. The coding process relied on 
comparison as an intellectual tool for identifying relevant categories establishing the 
boundaries of the categories, summarizing the content of each category, and inferring 
the relationship between them. The comparison also allowed to increase the validity 
of the findings as it provided ‘a solid basis for generalizing the concepts and the rela-
tions between them to the same phenomena external to the sample’ (Dorner, Misic, & 
Rymarenko 2020: 5; Boeije 2002). To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the 
data analysis, both researchers completed the coding independently, and the codes 
were compared in the process to reach an agreement on the meaning and connection 
of categories.

Inductive categories that we developed via coding of the interview data reveal dif-
ferent levels of awareness about diversity among faculty, where a more inclusive and 
complex perception of various aspects of this phenomenon points to a more compre-
hensive understanding of it (see Åkerlind 2004; 2007). In line with previous research, 
the categories we assigned to the conceptions of teaching in diverse environments re-
veal variations in faculty focus on teaching towards content versus teaching towards 
understanding, and variations in focusing on teacher’s role and strategies to focusing 
on students’ and their development (see Åkerlind 2004; Ashwin 2006; González 2011).  
We also see these categories as relational responses to specific teaching situations, yet 
differently from Åkerlind (2004) and others, we do not imply the relationship of hier-
archy among them. Rather we see them as developmental patterns that faculty may 
pursue in certain teaching contexts.

RESULTS

During our research, we found that diversity was a pertinent concept for all educators, 
and it is integral in all classrooms and societies across CEE countries. Students’ groups 
may be heterogeneous in many aspects, such as socio-economic background, politi-
cal views, physical and mental abilities, family backgrounds and others. Some faculty 
were keenly aware of this, pointing out that it is “challenging to know that everyone is 
different in some way, and it is difficult to see and explore diversity, as it is sometimes 
hard to know what diversity looks like” (Interview No. 2). In other instances, vari-
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ous forms of diversity were not readily recognized as such and consequently surfaced 
during class discussion, at times leading to emotional, controversial or even hostile 
interactions in class.

While we observed hesitation and discomfort from teachers on how to address is-
sues of diversity in class, we also noted an expansive body of literature, demonstrating 
that diversity in classrooms is an asset. Hence, teachers should be trained to prop-
erly deal with and foster diversity (e.g. Andrushchenko & Nesterenko 2015). Some 
faculty were also aware that student differences—whether in terms of their cultural 
characteristics, ethnicity or worldviews—are a positive asset nevertheless many strug-
gled with how to handle conflicts arising from various forms of diversity. We took this 
conundrum as the foundation of our academic curiosity, striving to first assess how 
diversity is conceptualized by educators themselves and in what way they use these 
conceptions in their teaching practice. 

As a result of phenomenographic analysis, we identified a coding scheme (Table 2) 
that reflects faculty perceptions about the nature of their teaching context, their con-
ceptions of diversity within this context, and their approaches and strategies to han-
dle diversity in the classroom. The categories presented in the table are the analytical 
summary of the coding results.  The scheme shows that teaching environment, con-
ceptions of diversity, and corresponding teaching strategies are closely interlinked, 
and we unpack the relationship between these categories in the sections below. 

TEACHING ENVIRONMENT

We found that faculty perceive the diversity of their teaching environments primarily 
through personal histories and experiences of teaching and through their assump-
tions about the larger social, political, and demographic contexts in which they teach. 
Based on their perceptions, we identified three types of teaching contexts: 1) homog-
enous; 2) situational; 3) internationalized (see Table 3). It should be noted that these 
categories do not merely suggest levels of exposure to diversity in the CEE region, 
rather they point to the quality of exposures to this phenomenon and how it is expe-
rienced by CEE faculty.

Homogeneous teaching environment: Faculty with personal employment histories 
of working exclusively in CEE counties and teaching at (usually one) national uni-
versity tend to conceptualize their teaching environments as superficially diverse or 
homogenous. They recognize lines of differences among students like diverse ideas 
about the subject matter, variations in social status, different national backgrounds. 
Yet, those are deemed less significant than diversity related to culture, nationality, 
religion or ethnicity. Those are perceived as absent from the teaching context. Inter-
national students do not add to classroom diversity as they come from neighbouring 
countries and, according to interviewees, do not differ substantially from the students 
at home. Local representatives from ethnic or religious minorities rarely appear among 
the student body. Interestingly, the perceived homogeneity was referred to by some 
faculty as a source of biases, prejudice and even xenophobia due to students’ lack of 
awareness about other social groups that might or might not be present in the society. 
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They also see perceived homogeneity as contributing to a lack of awareness and skills 
among teachers and students to meaningfully engage with diverse groups or reflect on 
them as part of the course content and learning activities. 

Situational teaching environment: Faculty who worked within and outside the CEE 
region and taught in both national and international universities or within different 
universities in one country conceptualize their teaching contexts as situational that 
has diversity in various degrees and always subject to a different set of factors. They 
pick on differences and variations in their student body that are related to institution-
al distinctions, educational cultures, learning styles, or professional backgrounds, in 
addition to larger national or cultural characteristics. Sometimes, these can go down 
to variations in discussion format preferences or students’ readiness to engage with 
certain content types (e.g. based on ethical or religious values). Faculty working in sit-
uational contexts recognize that certain aspects of diversity might matter more than 
others even within the same classroom. Accordingly, they see such teaching contexts 
as constantly changing and thus requiring a great deal of learning and adjustment 
from their side as teachers. 

Internationalized teaching environment: CEE faculty teaching at international 
universities or study programs across or within their countries perceive their teaching 
context as internationalized, where both students and teachers are members of the 
global academic community. They recognize and accept all forms of diversity as giv-
en among their students and streamline differences as contributing to the process of 
mutual learning. They are also mindful of their own as well as their students’ expecta-
tions of belonging to an international teaching and learning environment. Some fac-
ulty also pointed to the dilemmas associated with students perceiving the global com-
munity as ‘Western’, which also impacts how they as teachers should address and deal 
with such perceptions. As was evident from the interviews, teaching in such context 
often exposes faculty to the dilemmas of ethics and justice of knowledge production, 
sensitivity towards issues of decolonized knowledge, and mindfulness about creating 
equal opportunities for students to contribute to the academic debate. 

FACULTY CONCEPTUALIZATION OF DIVERSITY

Faculty conceptualization of diversity, summarized in Table 4, is directly linked to 
their perceptions of the teaching context. In other words, these conceptualizations 
demonstrate various degrees and breadth of awareness about diversity depending on 
the context through which faculty were exposed to it. In general, we found that faculty 
were willing and able to see diversity in its visible and hidden forms with varying de-
grees of nuance and complexity. Those in international teaching environments begin 
with the assumption that everyone is diverse in one way or another, whereas other 
teachers thought some student cohorts are diverse while others are not. We also found 
that teaching experience in varying contexts contributes to broad conceptualizations 
of diversity by faculty.
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Faculty members who think of their teaching environments as homogeneous con-
ceptualize diversity as lacking or as an exceptional phenomenon. They conceive diver-
sity as a collection of concrete characteristics (ethnical, religious, cultural, etc.) that 
are identifiable within the student body. Diversity thus can be present in the class-
room only when there are students with those identifiable characteristics; otherwise, 
it is seen as a phenomenon to which students should be introduced by the teacher. The 
focus, therefore, is made on improving students’ awareness about diversity by increas-
ing their knowledge of various cultures, religions, thinking perspectives, etc., through 
course content and learning activities. 

Faculty teaching in situational contexts also sees diversity as a combination of iden-
tifiers such as ethnicity, social status or culture as well as less visible characteristics 
such as professional backgrounds or institutional learning cultures. Their understand-
ing of diversity is also broader and more nuanced, and they attribute it to all students 
in various degrees and combinations. Interestingly, one of the interviewees suggested 
that diversity refers primarily to employing various teaching methods depending on 
the composition and the learning needs of the audience. Diversity is, therefore, a con-
textual feature of each classroom with both advantages and constraints. Adjustments 
on the side of the teacher should reinforce the former and overcome the latter to cre-
ate successful learning experiences.

Finally, faculty working exclusively in an international context see diversity as an 
unavoidable feature of any classroom. Their conceptualization of diversity includes 
all the above-mentioned characteristics and contextual features, such as nationality, 
religion, gender and others.  Yet, they are also mindful of students’ individual learn-
ing abilities, authentic experiences, expectations, and feelings. Diversity for them is, 
therefore, not a collection of identifiers or contextual variations but an underlying 
normative foundation of the teaching and learning community. The focus is then on 
working through this foundation to tailor to all students’ individual learning and de-
velopmental patterns.

TEACHING APPROACHES AND SENSITIVE TOPICS IN THE CLASSROOM

During our inquiries, teachers shared stories of students with emotional outbursts, an-
ger or outrage when discussing certain topics during class. Nearly all felt unprepared 
to address neither the affected students nor the entire class properly. We noticed that 
in almost all instances, issues associated with diversity have brought up professional 
challenges for teachers, unsure how to respond or deal with arising situations. One of 
the interviewed teachers from Poland, for example, complained that a student claimed 
that African was uncivilized while there was an African student in the classroom. A 
teacher from Estonia shared that in the context of learning about the Holocaust, a 
student expressed antisemitic views. Two teachers faced a situation when at least one 
student in class vocally opposed gay rights. In all cases, teachers shared their inability 
to adequately respond and treat the situation in class. 
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Considering faculty perceptions about their teaching context and their understand-
ing of diversity, we identified three different approaches to teaching: (1) exposing 
students to diversity as an external phenomenon through teaching; (2) focusing on 
the diversities among students in each classroom and learning how to navigate them; 
(3) using the diversities present in the classroom to facilitate inclusive teaching and 
learning. Each approach contains distinct sets of strategies as to how diversity is han-
dled and how sensitive and controversial topics are addressed that are summarized in 
Table 5. 

Exposing students to diversity as an external phenomenon through teaching. 
We found that faculty members who see their teaching environment as homogenous 
nevertheless perceive diversity to be an asset in the learning process. Some of them 
highlighted the importance of engaging students via multiple perspectives in master-
ing their subject matter; others consider diversity helpful in addressing and overcom-
ing social biases and prejudice embedded in CEE society, still others believed discuss-
ing diversity to be essential for acquiring non-academic skills such as intercultural 
communication. However, as these faculty see diversity to be external to their class-
room, they take it as their primary role and task as teachers to expose students to this 
phenomenon. In this regard, faculty see themselves as holders of essential knowledge 
and understanding about the diverse ‘others’ that they need to teach to their students. 

Students, on the other hand, are perceived as those whose knowledge and prior 
mental models related to diversity need to be challenged and transformed through 
teaching. Accordingly, the classroom strategies of faculty members reflect this 
self-conception of teaching. It is up to the teacher to bring students’ attention to dif-
ferent viewpoints and perspectives, introduce the case studies to work on diversity di-
lemmas and invite students’ moral reasoning with regard to diversity in addition to an 
evidence-based judgment. The goal of these activities and explanations is usually to 
inject into students’ understandings and frameworks of diversity that teachers deem 
appropriate and just. 

At the same time, these faculty are cautious about provoking controversial debates 
and prefer to avoid discussions on sensitive topics in the classroom. If such discus-
sions emerge, they are handled on an individual basis and often outside of the class-
room. Among the reasons reported by faculty to justify such an approach are fears 
to provoke conflict in the classroom or step into the discussion they won’t be able to 
handle effectively, as well as lack of skills to facilitate controversial discussions with 
the learning value to the students.

Focusing on the diversities among students in each classroom and learning how 
to navigate them. Faculty exposed to various teaching contexts tend to prioritize a 
more audience-focused and reflective approach to teaching. They use their knowledge 
of the national, institutional or educational contexts to learn about their students as 
well as are open to question their prior assumptions about students as they teach. 
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While being attentive to the audience, faculty members still decide on how diversity 
will be employed in teaching. For example, they are making decisions on which con-
tent materials, activities and assignments are the most appropriate for their class. 
In this regard, they would try not to select content materials that can be deemed too 
controversial, or they would choose case studies they think are more relevant to the 
background of their students. Likewise, they tend to adapt their teaching methods 
and strategies to work effectively in different contexts and with different groups of 
learners. Rather than teaching students about diversity, these faculty invite students 
to engage with it in the class through activities such as group discussions, debates, 
structured case analysis, role plays, and authentic research tasks. The goal of these 
activities would be for students to reconcile differences by engaging with the perspec-
tives of their peers. 

Controversial topics and sensitive discussions have their place in the classroom, 
yet only when teachers are confident that they fit the study context and that students 
would be able to handle such discussions smoothly. Otherwise, sensitive or controver-
sial topics are taken with hesitation, and the need to have specific skills for handling 
such debates is cited as a necessary pre-condition.

Using diversity in the classroom to facilitate inclusive learning and critical 
self-reflection. Faculty teaching in international universities and programs capital-
ize on diverse compositions of students as a mutual learning opportunity and of their 
classroom as a shared learning space for students and teachers alike. Students are in-
vited to understand rather than confront differences by engaging with the authentic 
experiences and backgrounds of their peers. In this regard, special attention is given 
to establishing shared terms of engagement and communication in the classroom, as 
well as ethical considerations about shared knowledge production. Teaching strate-
gies identified under this approach challenge students to critically reflect on their own 
assumptions and identities and use their own lived experiences or contextual knowl-
edge to challenge the existing academic scholarship and to contribute to it. Sensitive 
or controversial topics are consciously invited in the classroom as a helpful learning 
tool to approach diverse, complex and emotional aspects of social phenomena under 
study. Yet, faculty are mindful of developing facilitation skills for such discussions by 
constantly reflecting on their own and their colleagues’ classroom experiences. 

 Overall, the three identified approaches to teaching might be seen as distinct stag-
es of development that faculty go through as their exposure to diversity and its vari-
ous aspects increases or if they confront multiple challenges related to diversity. Our 
findings are then relevant for universities that are experiencing increasing interna-
tionalization of their student bodies, whether as a result of intensified exchange pro-
grams or opening up their universities to international students. 

DISCUSSION

Korhonen and Weil (2015) have argued regarding the internationalization in higher 
education that it has a significant impact on teachers’ self-conceptions and that it 
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pushes them to re-evaluate their practice and their roles in the classroom depending 
on how they confront new realities and challenges. Our findings suggest that diversity 
context impacts teachers’ self-conceptions and practices in a similar way, pushing 
them to adapt and tailor their practices to their specific teaching environment. Fur-
thermore, our analysis points out that faculty conceptualizations and beliefs about di-
versity are predominantly shaped by their professional and personal teaching experi-
ences rather than the CEE societies’ wider national, social, or political characteristics. 
Namely, personal exposures to diversity via classroom compositions, subject matter, 
or institutional cultures are more important than social, political, or country-specific 
characteristics in shaping faculty perceptions and strategies in relation to diversity. 

We found it helpful to distinguish between the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ aspects of the 
diversity phenomenon, which allowed us to clarify the relationship between concep-
tions of diversity and responsive teaching approaches.  We found that faculty strate-
gies to handle diversity are strongly linked to their understanding of diversity itself. In 
this regard, diversity is understood as either an external or internal phenomenon and 
the nature of diversity is differently situated. Faculty might conceptualize it merely 
as presence or absence of certain characteristics in the student body (e.g. national, 
cultural, socio-economic), as a feature of concrete classroom context that shifts de-
pending on the topic or content discussed, or as an inherent condition of any teach-
ing environment in today’s internationalized and interconnected higher education 
context. This implies different degrees of awareness about diversity and its defining 
aspects among faculty along the scale of complexity, from the collection of identifia-
ble and stable characteristics to the complex web of shifting identities, relationships, 
and context. This finding is consistent with the notion of degrees of complexity or 
‘breadth of awareness’ about the phenomenon based on individual exposures to dif-
ferent aspects of it (Åkerlind 2007: 26). In addition, we found that faculty awareness 
about diversity was also subject to personal or community reflections about teaching 
context and strategies. Namely, those who tend to reflect critically about their teach-
ing experiences regardless of the context formed more nuanced conceptualizations of 
diversity, as opposed to those who were less prone to reflective practice. This adds fur-
ther evidence to the argument that different kinds of reflective practice (self-reflec-
tion, semi-formal faculty conversations) contribute positively to faculty development 
(Roche & Marsh 2002; Dorner & Belic 2021).

 Varying understandings of diversity inform faculty conceptions of teaching in di-
verse environments or what Fox (1983) defined as ‘personal theories of teaching’. The 
three approaches to teaching identified in our analysis each specify a distinct role of 
a teacher and his/her learning expectations for the students. It should be noted that 
these approaches are not mutually exclusive but rather represent certain develop-
mental patterns for faculty in different contexts. The level of exposure to more diverse 
environments and diversity-related challenges may encourage faculty to be more re-
flective and to take more student-focused approaches, as opposed to those teaching 
in a homogeneous context. Similarly, faculty willingness and confidence to engage 
in sensitive and controversial discussions increase with their exposure to more di-
verse contexts as they are expected to employ those skills more often. We also find 
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consistency with the argument that personal theories of teaching essentially shape 
faculty attitudes to students and their learning (Fox 1983; Kreber 2010). In our case, 
self-conceptions of teaching in diverse environments strongly impacted how faculty 
employed teaching strategies across contexts and perceived student learning, espe-
cially in relation to teaching sensitive and controversial topics.

Finally, it is also important to recognize that teaching about diversity or simply 
handling issues related to diversity within classrooms must be embedded in the po-
litical realities of the region. Clark Kerr’s observation from 1990 remains true today: 
there is tension between the “internationalization of learning” on the one hand and 
“intensification of the interests of independent nation states in the conscious use of 
these institutions for their own selected purposes” (Kerr 1990: 5). Soon after regime 
change, scholars posed the question of what the future of Eastern European higher 
education is, whether traditions rooted in communism will prevail or liberal, Western 
ideas will dominate, partly due to internationalization of higher education (e.g. Berg 
& Vlãsceanu 1991). We see a similar tension today, especially with the recent political 
changes in many Eastern European countries. Some political leaders, most notorious-
ly in Poland and Hungary, have explicitly turned away from liberal values, which is 
mirrored in their education system, promoting a certain type of educational content, 
a “proper” national history and appropriate values (e.g. Kürti 2020). Some observers 
noted that in these countries, “school curricula … have been trending more toward 
patriotism and religion, with less emphasis on diversity” (Scherle & Heinrich 2017). 
As we demonstrated in this article, these tensions manifest today, too. Consequently, 
teachers’ roles in handling sensitive topics and controversies in class have become 
even more imperative for creating a democratic and safe learning environment.

CONCLUSIONS

Our study was motivated by the shared experience of teachers from the CEE region, 
who expressed their need for help to handle various situations in classrooms that re-
sulted from differing views, controversial statements and growing intolerance they 
noticed in their classrooms. We embarked on the study with the initial goal of demon-
strating that diversity is a relevant and integral feature of the CEE classrooms, yet the 
way it is conceptualized, mobilized and treated in classrooms may differ. Through our 
analysis, we established various categories to group faculty’s experiences with teach-
ing, perception of diversity and approach to teaching. We highlighted the importance 
of a teaching environment that explains how diversity is defined and consequently 
navigated inside classrooms. Our research also suggests that regardless of the level of 
experience and teaching context, mastering facilitation skills is an essential pre-con-
dition for being able to handle controversial topics effectively. 

We acknowledge the small scale of our analysis, which makes it difficult to imply 
straightforward generalization of findings. Yet, we anticipate that our initial inquiry 
will encourage further research into the CEE context and faculty experiences relat-
ed to it. The relationship between teachers’ perception of context and their teaching 
approaches has an important implication for faculty support and academic develop-
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ment initiatives in CEE context. At present, faculty professionalization in addressing 
diversity seems to be linked to their personal exposure to the phenomenon in differ-
ent teaching contexts. To support faculty in developing towards more comprehensive 
approaches and strategies for engaging with diversity, opportunities should be made 
available for them to reflect professionally about their teaching context and challeng-
es associated with it, to gain additional awareness about aspects and features of di-
versity, and to earn and practice skills necessary to engage it effectively in teaching.
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