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Abstract 
“Who are we, the Geophysical Institute?” This question was triggered among staff and 
students when the legally protected Norway-specific title ‘sivilingeniør’ was added to a 
traditional “Master of Science” degree. Will the department recruit more students, or also 
recruit students from a different student population? Can a possible change in the 
student population impact the institutional identity? But then, who are “we” now? Do we 
even agree on how to describe our department’s identity, its position in research, 
education, and society? Can we find a basic description that everybody can identify with? 
To explore the question of institutional identity and to capture our staff’s perceptions 
prior to changing the study program, we engaged the “all-staff” department retreat in 
December 2024 with 73 participants, which resulted in a short text describing “us” as a 
department and as educators. The activity supported good discussions among staff and 
provided valuable insight into questions concerning who we are as a department and 
what we strive to be. Here, we outline the process and discuss how establishing identity 
within a department could influence the sense of belonging and participation among staff 
and students.   
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Introduction 

Education at the Geophysical Institute 
The Geophysical Institute (GFI) is a department at the University of Bergen that educates 
meteorologists and oceanographers. Since 2004, we have offered a study program 
consisting of a 3-year BSc followed by a 2-year MSc. However, amid the current 
competition to recruit STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) 
students in Norway, study programs must continually stand out to prospective students 
as attractive and relevant. In this competition, our department’s meteorology and 
oceanography study program has been lagging for the last 10 years or so in recruiting 
from the limited number of high school students with the required specialisation in 
mathematics. Our students asked for a change from the traditional BSc and MSc to an 
Integrated Master of Science (Int. MSc) program in Geophysics - Meteorology and 
Oceanography, awarded with the legally protected Norway-specific title ‘sivilingeniør’. The 
degree ‘sivilingeniør’ is awarded for integrated MSc programs with a strong foundation in 
STEM courses and discipline-specific applications. The degree is not equivalent to the 
standard English meaning of the term civil engineer; it is not an engineering degree. The 
students emphasised the importance of the title for their careers and for attracting 
prospective students. The program board agreed with the students, and from fall 2025, we 
offer an Int. MSc program in Geophysics: Meteorology and Oceanography.  

While the new study program may offer more varied job opportunities for program 
graduates, department staff raised valid questions and concerns about its impact on “our 
GFI.” How will this change impact GFI’s identity and potentially cause shifts in the student 
body, including student perspectives and who is attracted to the program? Will there 
possibly be a greater emphasis on careers than on scientific curiosity? Will the curriculum, 
which is designed to spark curiosity and interest in the subject, adequately meet the 
expectations of the new student body and provide future experts with the knowledge and 
skills to address hard, unsolved problems?  

Historical context and identity of the Geophysical Institute 
The Geophysical Institute (GFI) at the University of Bergen, Norway, has a proud history, 
which is commonly assumed to lead to a shared identity of staff and students, following in 
the legacy of the famous polar explorers: GFI played a prominent role in establishing 
modern meteorology and oceanography during the early 20th century and has continued 
to make significant contributions to these fields. GFI is situated in a historic, century-old 
building protected by the Directorate for Cultural Heritage, which features an observation 
tower offering views of Bergen and is visible from the seven mountains surrounding the 
city. Upon entering, visitors are greeted by museum-style oil paintings of renowned 
Norwegian meteorologists and oceanographers, along with displays of historic artifacts. A 
lot of teaching is conducted in a historic classroom, which is protected and looks much as 
it did nearly a 100 years ago – likely influencing who feels like they belong (Gravett et al., 
2021, Gravett & Ajjawi, 2022). Its proud history is often shared by staff when presenting 
GFI to various audiences, such as students, new employees, academic colleagues, 
stakeholders, and the public.  

In presenting “who we are” at GFI, we often refer to “identity”. Identity is very hard to 
grasp as a concept, but it “provides the much-needed vocabulary in terms of which we 
now define our loyalties and our commitments” (Shotter, 1993, p. 5). A “shared social 
identity fosters a sense of unity, togetherness, solidarity, and community spirit. It cultivates 
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feelings of belonging and solidarity, facilitating trust and cooperation” (Claridge, 2020, p. 
1). It is in this sense, and based on its ecological validity, that we use the concept, since it 
is the term that members of the department use for what might be challenged or altered 
by the change to a ‘sivilingeniør’study program.  

Interestingly, there had been little or no discussion of GFI’s identity until the proposed 
change to the study program. Questions and concerns about how this change might 
impact GFI’s identity highlighted the need to first understand how GFI's staff perceives its 
current identity. Is there a shared understanding? How does the proud history described 
above influence staff, students, and others who shape the department’s identity today? 
Do new members immediately adopt GFI’s identity, or possibly struggle to see themselves 
as part of that proud history? 

 
In this article, we aim to understand how staff view GFI and its identity today, i.e., before 
the study program changes into an Integrated MSc with a 'sivilingeniør’ title. We base the 
study on an activity where staff members completed a text describing GFI and our study 
program, and discuss the implications for what it tells us about our identity, what we do, 
how we see ourselves, how outsiders may see us, and what we believe our students are 
currently doing and learning in their study program. 

Method 

A pragmatist SoTL approach 
Mapping members' perceptions of a department’s identity is not trivial. The department 
includes a diverse group of staff and students with varying lengths of residence, cultural 
and disciplinary backgrounds, ages, and more. The study presented in this article is based 
on the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL; Chick et al., 2025). Specifically, we 
follow Klockner et al. (2021, p. 3) who describe a pragmatist approach: “pragmatism holds 
the view that the research question that needs to be answered is more important than 
either the philosophical stance or the methods that support such stance”. We find that the 
question investigated here – how a department understands its identity – is directly 
relevant for student learning, since it a) came up when the formal standing of a study 
program was about to change, b) was framed in relation to how learning would change, 
and c) affects negotiation of all three purposes of education according to Biesta (2009): 
qualification (what kind of roles do we qualify students for and what do they need to 
learn?), socialisation (will the new cohort want to be socialised into oceanographers and 
meteorologists the way we understand those roles, or will they want to be engineers and 
we don’t know what that means?), and subjectification (do we want students who choose 
to become something that we aren’t role models for ourselves?). 

We drew inspiration from the pedagogical framework of “decoding the discipline” 
(Middendorf and Pace, n.d.), and we acknowledge that there is often a gap between what 
is explicitly stated and taught and what experts (in our case, staff at GFI) implicitly assume 
about how the discipline works. The idea is that if experts’ mental processes are 
“decoded” and later modelled, this will reveal the hidden curriculum and implicit 
assumptions and help students overcome learning bottlenecks. Decoding the discipline 
usually involves narrow questions and requires a lengthy process. Since we believe 
discussions about identity should include everyone, and expressions of identity should be 
co-created rather than imposed by “experts,” we aimed to facilitate a discussion with as 
many GFI members as possible. To efficiently facilitate a small-group to plenary 
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discussion, we used a “Mad Lib”1 approach in two sessions during a two-day all-staff 
retreat. “Mad Libs” are games based on gap texts in which the meaning of a sentence is 
determined by the word(s) inserted into the gap. Mad Libs have been used in other 
contexts to get a quick overview of how insiders think about their organisation (see, for 
example, Hurd, n.d.). For our purposes, it was a way to channel discussion of a broad topic 
(“who are we?”) into constructive, focused conversations to explore how members of GFI 
perceive their department. We based the gap text on an old paper copy that one of the 
authors had in their collection of interesting ideas, whose origins we could trace back to a 
University College Santa Barbara “Brown Bag lunch” for teachers in 2015. Our modified 
gap text consists of two parts (Appendix 1): part 1 describes what people identify as “our 
GFI”, while part 2 is specifically about the education at GFI. 

 

Participants and procedure 
We carried out the gap text activity as two group tasks during an annual all-staff retreat in 
December 2024. 8-10 participants were intentionally assigned to 8 groups to ensure 
diversity/balance in gender, seniority (2 student representatives, 16 PhD candidates, 14 
Postdoctoral fellows, 10 Researchers, 14 (Ass.) Professors), and roles (7 technical 
staff/engineers, 53 scientific staff, 9 administration, 2 leadership). We also sought to avoid 
student-supervisor pairings. Each group discussed the gap text and agreed on a text 
snippet to fill into an online spreadsheet.  

As the gap text was being filled out, the group's usual process involved someone 
proposing a partial sentence or sharing an impression that might fit the gap. Others then 
helped by rephrasing or adjusting the suggestion until the entire group agreed on a 
suitable and fitting statement. These group negotiations towards an easily perceived 
outcome (filling gaps to complete a logical sentence) on a topic where everyone could 
contribute created a low threshold for individual engagement. The limited time available 
required everyone to be pragmatic, so discussions would not drag on. The groups were 
reshuffled following the same group criteria between the two sessions (two gap texts) to 
expose participants to different voices.  

To collect and further analyse the group responses, we designed a study to accompany 
the gap text activity. The study included several steps. First, we collected all group 
responses and fed them as options into an online voting system. Some text snippets had 
to be slightly modified to fit within the voting system’s character limit. The modifications 
did not change the meaning of the text snippets and mostly shortened long words (e.g., 
“mathematical” became “mathem.”).  

Second, during a plenary session of the all-staff meeting, participants voted individually 
and at their own pace, choosing up to three group text snippets they most agreed with 
for each gap and ranking them in order of decreasing agreement. Although some 
snippets from different groups were similar, we kept most snippets as they were rather 
than pooling similar ones. This could bias voting towards well-articulated snippets, but we 
considered it a minor problem compared to modifying the snippets. We wanted to show 
the staff unfiltered/unmodified snippets so they could recognise their own and compare 
them with others. The only snippet exception, for which we pooled the responses, was a 
snippet on what students do in class. Here, the responses were almost identical, and 2 
snippets were merged with other snippets.  

Third, we gathered a diverse analysis group consisting of staff and students who had 
participated in the gap text activity and volunteered to contribute to further analysis. This 
analysis group represented 5 of the 8 groups from the gap text activity, and they brought 

 
1 a play on ad lib, from Latin ad libitum - as you wish 
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reflections and summaries of their previous discussions to a follow-up meeting after the 
all-staff meeting. Together, we shared reflections on our experiences with the gap text 
activity and discussed the text snippets provided by the groups, as well as the final texts 
based on the rankings (Boxes 1 and 2). 

Results 
The final gap texts, after participants ranking the group suggestions, are presented in Box 
1 and Box 2. We also show selected histograms of all group responses to specific gap 
snippets, along with the number of participants who individually voted for each. We 
discuss these results in the context of the author group’s perspective on GFI and the 
relevant literature. 

Within the Geophysical Institute, insiders or experts have some common perspectives. 
GFI is rooted in the study of the “interactions within the Earth system, and especially 
the atmosphere and ocean” (57%). There are some fundamental ways that we look at 
what we do. One of the most important is that “we combine research and education; 
we collaborate nationally and internationally; we combine observations and numerical 
modelling.” (48%) or maybe that “we train the next generations of active, informed, 
and competent citizens.” (64%) An outsider or novice might ask (or say) “do you 
forecast weather? Why is the weather forecast wrong?” (50%) but an insider or expert 
would never ask or say that. Instead, an insider/expert might ask or say ”what are 
sources and limits of predictability? How robust is your result? What is the role of 
natural variability in the climatic changes?” (61%) 

Box 1. Gap text for "Our Geophysical Institute". The underlined text represents   
the gap text responses, which have the highest number of votes in a top three 
ranking (percentage of votes into the top three given in parentheses)  

In an undergraduate class at BSc/MSc in Oceanography and Meteorology students 
usually “listen to the teacher or sit in smaller groups and discuss among each other; 
Menti (in particular in larger classes)” (67%). In a typical class, an example student 
project is “analysing real-world data, e.g., from a cruise, using data processing tools, 
and applying geophysical concepts to the data and write reports” (69%). Students are 
expected (implicitly or explicitly) to “show independent, critical thinking, connect new 
knowledge, apply it to real-world problems, and to distil information and 
communicate to peers” (82%) if they’re going to do well in the assignment. When 
students struggle in class, it’s sometimes because they don’t realise that “they are 
required to learn how to apply mathematical knowledge and tools to the physical 
ocean/atmosphere system, and that they need to ask questions to progress” (56%). 
To do well, they think that they need to “prepare for the exam; strongly focused on 
small details (forgetting the larger connections/picture)” (70%). What they aren’t 
seeing, though, is that "knowledge is gradually built up by going back and forth 
between theory, (numerical) application, and practical experience.” (79%) If they saw 
that, they would "participate actively and build their understanding and concepts 
rather than memorizing” (58%)." In a nutshell, the essence of the study program is "to 
develop an intuition for geophysical concepts and to acquire the confidence and skills 
to apply mathematics and physics” (66%). 

Box 2. Gap text "Our study program". The underlined text represents the gap 
text responses, which received the highest number of votes in a top three 

https://doi.org/10.15845/norsotl.4846


NORSOTL: NORSK TIDSSKRIFT FOR SCHOLARSHIP OF TEACHING AND LEARNING /  
NORWEGIAN JOURNAL FOR THE SCHOLARSHIP OF TEACHING AND LEARNING 
  INQUIRY ARTICLE 

Daae et al., 2026. DOI: https://doi.org/10.15845/norsotl.4846 
 6 

ranking (percentages given in parentheses). Menti, or Mentimeter, as referred 
to in one of the gaps, is an online student response system widely used for 
active learning at the University of Bergen. 

 
The groups’ gap text snippets were often similar, leaving participants with limited options 
or variations to choose from during the online ranking. The text snippets most often 
ranked among the top three by participants are presented in Feil! Fant ikke 
referansekilden. (“Our GFI”) and Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden. (“Our study program”), 
and they show a high level of agreement, i.e., a high percentage of participants ranking 
them among the top three. We also see that for many gaps, the groups’ gap text snippets 
are similar. For example, in the responses to the gap text on what GFI is rooted in (Feil! 
Fant ikke referansekilden.), the keywords "ocean" and "atmosphere" (meteorology) 
appear in six out of seven responses. In response to “the fundamental ways we look at 
what we do” (Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden.), keywords like observations (fieldwork) and 
models appear repeatedly in various forms.  

Despite the consensus on the submitted responses, discussions between the authors 
reveal that the group discussions at the all-staff retreat were more varied. The final 
response may therefore not have represented all participants’ perspectives, but rather the 
consensus reached during the subsequent group discussions.  

What is “our GFI”? 
From the engaged discussions during the gap text activity (but not captured in the 
consensus and voting), it became apparent that there are different ways members relate 
to GFI, for example, someone who works in the larger oceanography, meteorology, and 
climate research groups, versus the newer or smaller research groups, such as renewable 
energy and marine biogeochemistry. These latter groups were less frequently mentioned 
when responding to what our research at GFI is rooted in (Feil! Fant ikke 
referansekilden.). In addition to the research groups, some participants with technical and 
administrative roles voiced that the focus was mostly on the researchers and that not 
enough recognition was given to the importance of these other supporting roles in the 
department, despite making up 20% of the employees. 

In the discussions, it also became apparent that “our GFI” is not only about our research 
and teaching. For some employees, and perhaps especially among international 
employees who often only stay in Bergen for a few years, the many social groups (such as 
a climbing group, a choir, a yoga group, a cake club for practicing Norwegian language, a 
beer-brewing group, a book club, and many more) appear important for the community 
feeling across the department. 
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Figure 1. Group responses (gap text snippets, rows) and ranking (colours) for the first gap 
text prompt in part 1, "Our GFI." The coloured bars provide the number of participants 
who ranked it first (dark green), second (light green), and third (yellow). 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Group responses (gap text snippets, rows) and ranking (colours) for the second 
gap text prompt in part 1, "Our GFI." The coloured bars provide the number of 
participants who ranked it first ( (dark green), second (light green), and third (yellow). 
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Figure 4. Group responses (gap text snippets, rows) and ranking (colours) for the gap text 
prompt in part 2, "Our study program", asking why students sometimes struggle in class. 
The coloured bars provide the number of participants who ranked it first (dark green), 
second (light green), and third (yellow). 

 

4

4

4

5

12

16

19

6

5

10

10

5

10

9

4

8

6

6

10

8

8

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

they have to use what they've learnt in other classes

it is hard to make the links between the different classes and
properly coordinate activities required for the different classes at

certain times

the applicability of math, phys, coding in GEOF probl. solving is
important, and the curriculum is carefully accustomed to cover all

GEOF fundamentals

don't realise its hard work and don't realise how much math is
involved

The difference in expectation of taking ownership of their own
learning and development between VGS and University.

[they must] show up prepared and interact; understand the
connection between the courses (math/phys/GFI bachelor).

they are required to learn how to apply mathem. knowl. and tools to
the physical ocean/atmos. system, and that they need to ask

questions to progress

NUMBER OF RANKINGS 

When students struggle in class, it’s sometimes because they don’t realize that …

Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3

6

3

16

25

16

7

8

12

7

21

7

17

8

7

7

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50

listening

discuss/use/relate to the real world

try to grasp all the concepts of geophysics and try to understand the
climate system

are passive listeners watching the black board or active learners
engaging with the peers and discussing with the teachers.

listen to the teacher or sit in smaller groups and discuss among each
other; Menti (in particular in larger classes)

NUMBER OF PEOPLE

In an undergraduate class at the BSs/MSc in Oceanography and meteorology students usually...?

Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3

Figure 3. Group responses (gap text snippets, rows) and ranking (colours) for the second 
gap text prompt in part 2, "Our study program." The coloured bars provide the number of 
participants who ranked it first (dark green), second (light green), and third (yellow). 

https://doi.org/10.15845/norsotl.4846


NORSOTL: NORSK TIDSSKRIFT FOR SCHOLARSHIP OF TEACHING AND LEARNING /  
NORWEGIAN JOURNAL FOR THE SCHOLARSHIP OF TEACHING AND LEARNING 
  INQUIRY ARTICLE 

Daae et al., 2026. DOI: https://doi.org/10.15845/norsotl.4846 
 9 

What is essential for “our study program”?  
GFI staff, including teachers, agree that a typical class at GFI combines lecturing and active 
learning (Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden.). Discussions with peers and teachers are the 
most frequently mentioned types of active learning (Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden.). 
Furthermore, responses show that at GFI, it is considered a key aspect of learning that 
many courses involve assignments that combine mathematics, physics, and programming. 
This approach helps build students' problem-solving skills and learning by application 
(Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden.). Other mentions include the different expectations for 
students in higher education compared with secondary school, and the need to combine 
what students learn across different classes to understand the broader geophysical topics 
and spark curiosity and a passion for learning (Feil! Fant ikke referansekilden.). 

There is strong agreement (similarities among highly ranked group responses) about 
what students are expected to do to succeed in their study program (Figure A2). The 
highest-ranked gap text snippet says that students should “show independent, critical 
thinking, connect new knowledge, apply it to real-world problems, and distil information 
and communicate to peers.” However, the group responses acknowledge that learning 
geophysics is hard work and identify several different reasons for this (Feil! Fant ikke 
referansekilden.).  

Over the last 5 years, there have been extensive efforts to change the teaching and 
learning culture at GFI, introducing more active learning in classroom settings and 
elements of co-creation within courses (Glessmer & Daae, 2021). Support from an 
externally funded project, CoCreatingGFI, and opportunities for staff to 
participate in teaching-related seminars and workshops hosted at UiBand the national 
iEarth Centre for Excellence in Geoscience Education has likely contributed to the 
adoption of more active learning in our classrooms (Dunnett et al, 2026).  

Discussion 
In the following, we discuss our experiences with using the gap text activity to facilitate 
discussions during an all-staff retreat. We focus specifically on results related to the 
department's identity and the study program. 

A gap text activity as a tool to facilitate discussions 
Several participants commented that they enjoyed the gap text activity and pointed out 
that it helped them focus on the topic. In contrast to typical group activities in all-staff 
retreats or seminars, the expected output was concrete and appeared feasible to deliver 
within the allotted time. However, although the gap text activity was designed to engage 
all participants and give everyone a chance to contribute (through small groups, 
individual voting, etc.), some groups mentioned that the conversation in their group was 
dominated by a few voices. In other groups, members made sure that all voices were 
heard (which we will work to implement more consistently next time, for example, by 
assigning roles of moderator, note-taker, etc.). We also found that the groups often 
distilled their conversations into short snippets, leaving out nuances and leading to 
similar snippets across many groups. Nevertheless, the very simple task of filling in gaps 
revealed many aspects of how people relate to GFI, how they understand GFI’s and their 
own identity, which might have gone unnoticed in less structured discussions. 

Our GFI 
In the author’s discussions, it became clear that alongside a proud history, excellent 
scientific output, a healthy economy, and a commitment to teaching and learning, we 
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must ensure that staff and students feel welcome and included at the department. 
Sharing a common vision and fostering a shared identity could help strengthen a creative 
workspace that quickly adapts and effectively responds to the new challenges of our time. 
From the gap text snippets describing what GFI is rooted in (Figure 1), it became clear that 
the science keywords were closely connected to the larger research groups at GFI. This 
could reflect the number of participants in each group from different research fields. It 
also suggests that a clear official statement of what we do at GFI, including all research 
areas, would be helpful and/or use a language that is more overarching, stressing the 
shared contributions to a common goal. Such a statement could build on the gap text 
snippets, but ensure that all research fields are included. 

From the authors’ discussion and their reporting of the group discussions, it emerged 
that a shared identity and sense of belonging at GFI are important topics to address and 
improve. The sense of belonging among non-permanent staff, administrative staff, and 
students within the department is essential for building a holistic, resilient identity. Non-
permanent staff tend to have high turnover and usually stay at the department for only 3-
4 years. Nonetheless, they constitute about 40% of all staff, making their quick integration 
crucial for shaping and contributing to the institutional identity. The many social groups at 
GFI, such as a choir, a beer-brewing club, and a climbing group, likely help non-permanent 
staff feel a sense of belonging. Furthermore, they also take a piece of the department with 
them to the places they go next and spread their (hopefully nuanced) impression of GFI in 
the scientific community elsewhere and at future workplaces. 

Improving the sense of belonging for students and staff through shared activities 
instead of utilising the proud history as the assumed core of a shared identity might be 
more effective. Leaders can, for example, make a real difference if they pay attention to 
the identity of their staff (Clark, 2025). It is important to see each person as unique and to 
appreciate the identity they bring to their role, while also recognising and valuing the 
perspectives of people from all backgrounds, especially those who are different from the 
majority. The well-being of staff has further consequences for the educational 
environment and the student experience in the department (Hodgson, 2025). 

Author discussions following the gap text activity (and based on the group discussions 
the authors participated in) identified common challenges to effective integration, such as 
meetings with too many participants, a lack of awareness about available opportunities, 
cultural differences, and personal circumstances. Suggested measures to increase 
integration include clearly communicating existing opportunities, dedicating resources to 
support staff with backgrounds different from Euro-American cultures, and maintaining 
immediate, direct, and regular contact with leadership and permanent staff. Most 
importantly, the institution and individuals within should show each other that they care 
and that everyone matters both in their professional roles and as people.  

In recent years, largely due to the efforts of the head of administration, the sense of 
belonging among administrative support staff at our department has been addressed 
and, according to anecdotal evidence, clearly improved. By fostering a cohesive team 
environment through bi-weekly meetings, occasional social events, and an open-door 
policy, administrative staff now feel seen and supported within their group, which in turn 
contributes to increased productivity and overall well-being of the administrative staff. 
Similar efforts are needed, and will be explored in future all-staff retreats, for other 
demographics. 

And rather than insisting on what people should feel (i.e., that they belong) and making 
it their problem if they, for any reason, don’t feel that way, a kinder approach is to ensure 
that the institution, the teachers, and peers demonstrate that they matter to each other 
(Hamshire et al., 2025). This is also very much within the scope of what both an institution, 
and groups and individuals within it, can do. 
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Our study program 
The competition in recruiting students for STEM education is strong. With our new Int. 
MSc program in Geophysics: Meteorology and Oceanography, we aim to attract more 
students and provide them with relevant, high-quality education. To that end, it will 
remain essential to prioritise consistent recruitment work and demonstrate the relevance 
of our education, high-level research, and career perspectives. When students arrive at 
GFI, they should be welcomed into our historic building and into a thriving student 
community, supported by our staff, that offers opportunities to meet through both social 
and course-related activities. We acknowledge that students need dedicated spaces for 
collaboration, study, and social exchange to feel at home at GFI. Since fall 2025, students 
have taken over a large room near the cantina. Here, students will manage the space 
themselves and use it as they see fit. We have also finished refurbishing the attic, creating 
space for long-awaited study desks for our students.  

The teaching staff’s educational practices have evolved into a collaborative, reflective 
process grounded in research and supported by regular teachers’ breakfasts (Dunnett et 
al., 2026). As a result, active learning is increasingly becoming a standard at GFI, which is 
reflected in the gap text snippets (Figure 3). Most teachers incorporate some form of 
active learning, and staff indicated, through gap text snippets, that students are actively 
engaged in learning. Students also report high levels of student-active learning in course 
evaluations and find this useful if the workload is not becoming too extensive (Kordts et 
al., 2025). Continuing to use active learning is crucial for effective student learning and 
preparing students for future careers. Additionally, fostering student–staff interactions is 
important for students’ sense of belonging within the department. Students 
recommended more opportunities to serve as student assistants or to participate in 
department activities, such as discussions or group meetings, to enhance relevant 
academic skills and strengthen their connection to the department. 

The gap text clearly shows that staff agree on what students should do to succeed (Box 
2). However, many teachers report a lack of student engagement and motivation. The 
teachers also recognise that studying in our disciplines can be challenging. The gap text 
(Box 2) could help open discussions on engagement and motivation between teachers 
and students. Following the questions and concerns related to the change of study 
program, the program board for Meteorology and Oceanography decided to remain 
highly observant of the current situation, to notice any changes in the educational 
dynamics that would need to be addressed. The gap text activity made it very explicit 
what the education is focused on today, the ways of learning, and the ways of working 
with the subjects. Passing on these important, reemphasised foundational qualities to 
incoming student generations, while respecting and responding to a possible stronger 
career focus than before, will be integral to the continued efforts of the program boards 
to lead and continuously develop the Int. MSc study program in Geophysics. 

Implications  
The results we describe in this manuscript are, perhaps, not relevant too far outside of our 
own context. The method we describe, however, is. Using a very simple gap text, we – and 
everybody else who would like to use this method – can focus large group conversations 
on very specific questions, and collect focused responses, which are easy to compile, 
visualise, and present back to the audience. The audience can then also very easily gain an 
overview of how their own response compares with the rest of the group. This works with 
staff, as presented here, or students (as we also tried but do not discuss here), or both. 
The gap text activity can also help identify current issues within a department and open 
up conversations on how to address such issues. 
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Conclusions 
We have used a gap text activity to facilitate discussions with all members of the 
Geophysical Institute about “our identity” and our thoughts about our study programs. 
While we initially assumed a shared identity based on GFI’s “proud history”, this study 
revealed that reality is much more complex. (A shared historical identity is common to 
many of the permanent teaching staff in the traditional study programs, but there are also 
many other members at GFI who do not identify with it).  

Whether the majority gap text accurately describes “our GFI” and “our study program”, 
and whether it is possible to find a consensus on this, cannot be confidently concluded, 
since the activity has surfaced many ways of relating to “our GFI”. We also identified a 
concern raised in all groups during the discussion, but not in the gap text, about whether 
all members share the strong identity postulated in our introduction and feel they belong 
to GFI. We developed suggestions to show everyone at GFI that they matter, both as 
individuals and in their professional roles. Building a sense of recognition and belonging 
is not only important for workplace culture but also for teaching and learning: when 
students and staff feel valued, they are more likely to engage actively, participate in 
discussions, and contribute to a supportive learning environment, which then improves 
their learning outcomes. Similarly, we need to explore and address these strategies further 
with each new incoming student cohort. For them to succeed, the hidden part of the 
curriculum at GFI needs to be made explicit, possibly through discussing the gap text and 
interpretations in this article with them, or through running similar gap text activities for 
students as a starting point to involve them in ongoing discussions on how they relate to 
our – then common – GFI.  

In summary, we found the activity beneficial and rewarding in surfacing these topics. It 
was a suitable way to approach an intersubjective viewpoint of what characterises GFI, its 
educational, administrative, and technical staff, and students. The student representatives 
also appreciated the activity as a meaningful way to engage with the department’s staff 
and leadership, understand their perspectives, and feel included in the department’s 
reflection. We see the work presented in this article as the starting point for developing a 
shared identity together. 
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Appendix 1: The gap texts as we used them for our all-staff retreat 

Gap text 1: “Our GFI”  
Within the Geophysical Institute, insiders or experts have some common perspectives. GFI 
is rooted in the study of ___ . There are some fundamental ways that we look at what we 
do. One of the most important is that ___ or maybe that ___ .  

 
An outsider or novice might ask (or say) ___ but an insider or expert would never ask or 

say that. An insider/expert might ask or say ___ .  

 Gap text 2: “Our study program”  
In an undergraduate class at ___ students usually ___ . In a typical class, an example 
student project is ___ . Students are expected (implicitly or explicitly) to ___ if they’re going 
to do well in the assignment.  

 
When students struggle in class, it’s sometimes because they don’t realise that ___ .  
 
To do well, they think that they need to ___ . What they aren’t seeing, though, is that 

___ . If they saw that, they would ___ .  
 
In a nutshell, the essence of the study program is ___ . 
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