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Reflection 

In November/December 2012, I was blessed to be part of a group of five facilitators 
who had the opportunity to offer the Instructional Skills Workshop (ISW) methodology to 
39 Kazakhstan post-secondary instructors. We traveled to Atyrau and were met with 
great excitement by participants who had travelled upwards of 45 hours by train and 
were billeting with strangers to attend. What resulted was a great many lessons learned 
– unexpectedly! I invite your insights and input about some of the lessons I will share.  

The first major lesson we learned was that the ISW is seemingly most relatable 
within Western culture. My reasoning for this begins with the translatability of some of 
the terminology. We were told that “workshop” in Russian translates to “seminar.” While 
not a particularly big deal in our vernacular, in the Russian or Kazakh culture, seminar is 
a very informal get together – not exactly the intent of the concentrated, power-packed 
ISW we were providing. The client (a government project) asked us to change the 
wording to reflect “an intense program of study.” 

The Kazakh language provided a particular challenge. It is a nomadic language still 
in development and many of our words do not have ANY translation. We learned quickly 
to dig in and find the core or essence of each concept, then try to share this with 
participants using a great deal of non-verbal animation and matching inner energy, so 
that our translators might be able to find a way to explain intent and meaning as best 
they could.  

Finally, cultural norms also influenced translation. The one example I will highlight is 
the undeveloped concept of critical thought in Kazakh. Though I have affectively 
understood that ISW was often dependent upon participants’ abilities to think critically, I 
hadn’t really realized how an “inability” to critically think, or not understanding the 
concept of critical thought, would affect a participant’s involvement within the ISW. Our 
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group uses a great deal of deductive learning in our sessions along with participation. 
These tasks are not easily accomplished when participants are looking to the facilitators 
to provide all the answers or at the very least trying to answer what they believe the 
facilitators “want” them to say. We realized we needed to set the environment even 
more deliberately and then introduce the concept of critical thought. We then had to 
encourage and reward discovery, risk, challenge, and supposed “mistakes” – a 
wonderful way to challenge our own assumptions.  

Checking my own assumptions and desires to “change” these cultural differences is 
always a beautiful learning opportunity for me. I looked for ways to offer the ISW 
methodology for the Kazakh culture rather than convincing participants to become more 
westernized. The challenge was that the government turned this project into a press 
opportunity and announced to their people that we were there to change the way 
Kazakh instructors educate, and to adopt a new Western way of teaching. The 
expectation became one of great change to Western ways; however, it has been my 
limited experience that this is a daunting task and one not to be taken lightly. It is my 
personal belief that setting “changing a culture” as an agenda sets one up for arrogance 
and failure. I much preferred offering them perspectives and tools with which they could 
choose their own application. From the emails received from participants since the ISW, 
I believe they are indeed using the tools with new awareness and compelling outcomes 
– whatever cultural changes come as a result are merely a curiosity. 

The last lesson learned offered in this missive didn’t become apparent until one of 
my co-facilitators and I were putting together a Power Point presentation for the faculty 
development meeting. We noticed in photographs that the participants were mimicking 
our body language tools for teaching. When we facilitate, we get right in the middle of 
our participants, crouching down at the desks, often using silly hand movements or 
gestures, and looking directly into their eyes to read whether our messages are hitting 
home. This group of facilitators was particularly animated. We really relied on body 
language and energy for an indication of whether participants were receiving the true 
intent of our messages.  

We were told that in this culture, the instructor stands only at the front of the room. 
The instructor’s desk is on a step higher than the students, the students are in rows 
facing the instructor (a la the old fashioned schoolhouse) and they are expected to sit 
up straight with feet on the floor, paying close attention.  

When our participants entered a room with desks set in groups and facilitators (they 
called us “methodologists”) walking the room and crouching near to connect face-to-
face, they were a bit taken aback. However, the effect on their learning and (as they told 
us in feedback) on their “psychology” was palpable. In many of the photos taken while 
they were teaching, they attempted to crouch, use hand movements, and look people 
straight in the eyes to be sure the messages were being received. It was quite 
magical...and thoroughly unintentional on our part.  

Needless to say, these are only a few of the lessons WE learned while attempting to 
offer learning to these wonderful people. Once again, I openly welcome your thoughts 
and I thank you for allowing me to share parts of this fascinating journey with you. 
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Resources 

www.iswnetwork.ca  

http://www.iswnetwork.ca/

