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This chapter explores the model of “nested interculturality” (Avineri, 
2015), and highlights the tensions experienced in cultural and  
linguistic immersion experiences. “Nested interculturality” is a  
collective of dispositions (enduring attitudes that guide behavior) and 
 practices (behaviors and action that embody those dispositions) for  
ethical engagement in intercultural interactions. Here, I use the “nest” 
metaphor in two ways. The first way is to consider “nests” as any space 
where one feels both challenged and supported, a protected space for 
growth. If we consider a bird’s nest we can highlight on the one hand 
the growth, cultivation, and protection that is provided and on the 
other hand precariousness, instability and risk.1 Examples of “nests” 
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could be cohorts, classrooms, families, organizations, regions,  countries  
or other contexts. By foregrounding the dual nature of “nests”, the 
“nested interculturality” model acknowledges the tensions of  intercultural  
interactions. The second way that “nesting” is used is to highlight how 
participants in immersion experiences are frequently engaging in many 
layers of cultures (e.g., cohorts, classrooms, organizations, regions,  
countries) simultaneously. This notion of “nesting” dovetails with the 
onion model of culture (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) and Dugan’s 
(1996) nested theory of conflict by highlighting the multiple cultures 
and (sometimes) contestation involved in intercultural interactions across  
various contexts. There is an inherent balancing act involved in this  
“nesting” of multiple cultures, which can manifest in tensions that need to 
be intersubjectively negotiated in interaction. The “nested interculturality” 
model is ecological, dynamic, and relationally-oriented, highlighting both 
interdependence and symbiosis. This model is novel in that it acknowl-
edges the complex and fraught nature of intercultural interactions, in 
contrast to many models of intercultural development that highlight the 
importance of objective, value-free judgments of cultural practices.

In this chapter, I discuss how educators balance the complex nature 
of these “nests” and foster students’ knowledge, practices, and disposi-
tions to navigate them. This approach connects with building commu-
nities of practice (Wenger, 2011), as well as more recent work in higher 
education on the notion of creating “brave spaces” (Arao & Clemens, 
2013; Palfrey, 2017). “Brave spaces” has been proposed as an alternative 
to “safe spaces” by highlighting the risk and courage involved in explor-
ing oneself and others in educational contexts. “Safe spaces” were origi-
nally conceptualized as contexts that are created for students so they can 
feel free to explore their identities, histories, and experiences without 
judgment. “Nested interculturality” draws upon these two frameworks 
to consider how safety and courage can simultaneously be promoted in 
immersion environments.

are not able to see the second bird, eventually they are able to. I then highlight how intercultural-
ity is about “seeing the second bird” (i.e., noticing and acknowledging what may be at first be 
invisible or marginalized, and thoughtfully engaging with it).
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Through its focus on local contexts “nested interculturality” does not 
dictate “best practices” but instead “contextual practices” that are par-
ticular and unique. This approach connects with the notion of decol-
onizing teacher education (Martin, Pirbhai-Illich, & Pete, 2017) and 
critical ethnography (Reyes Cruz, 2008) through its efforts to widen the 
center to include those who may currently be on the periphery (i.e., “the 
second bird” described in footnote 1). It also relates to critical intercul-
turality (Martin et al., 2017) by focusing on “addressing issues in sys-
tems and structures” across contexts. These critical frameworks dovetail 
with Mitchell’s (2008) discussion of critical service-learning, which 
includes the traditional elements of a classroom component, commu-
nity component, learning to serve, serving to learn, reflection, and the 
model complements these elements with three additional components: a 
social change orientation, working to redistribute power, and developing 
authentic relationships. Service-learning (as one example of an immer-
sion experience) is frequently seen “as a vehicle for connecting stu-
dents and institutions to their communities and the larger social good, 
while at the same time instilling in students the values of community 
and social responsibility” (Neururer & Rhoads, 1998, p. 321). Critical 
approaches to service-learning on the other hand acknowledge the 
power and privilege involved in service encounters while moving toward 
a social justice focus. Taking a critical approach to immersion experi-
ences can highlight the fraught nature of intercultural interactions, and 
demonstrate the need for a range of pedagogical practices necessary to 
ensure students’ ethical engagement with individuals and communities.

Lastly, “nested interculturality” approaches immersion experiences 
from an “antifoundational” perspective (Butin, 2010). Butin (2010) 
highlights that innovations in education (e.g., immersion experiences) 
could be considered from technical, cultural, political, and antifoun-
dational perspectives. An antifoundational perspective highlights that 
simply because an innovation is proposed does not automatically mean 
that it is a good thing, connecting with both critical and decolonial per-
spectives. Therefore, one should constantly question what is effective 
and what is not in order to create ethical and responsible educational 
practices. This critical approach connects with processes of ongoing 
inquiry and action (Avineri, 2017) for social change. By highlighting 
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dispositions, practices, and tensions, “nested interculturality” contrib-
utes uniquely to the literature by adopting an “antifoundational” per-
spective to meaningful immersion experiences.

As noted above, nested interculturality foregrounds an ecological, 
dynamic, relational, and negotiated view of interculturality. This focus 
on the give-and-take of intercultural learning is in contrast to mod-
els that primarily highlight the individual’s intercultural development 
(see Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006, 2009; Dervin, 2011; Hall, 1976; 
Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). 
In this way, the model highlights the importance of context, position-
ality, and collaborative meaning-making (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 
2007; Chavez, Guido-DiBrito, & Mallory, 2003) in cultivating a “dis-
position of between”. This model acknowledges that interculturality 
(Hua, 2018) is best conceptualized as an ideology that is negotiated 
through interaction (Liddicoat, 2007), which means that assessing indi-
viduals’ intercultural competence must simultaneously integrate a rec-
ognition of context as well as the histories, experiences, and identities 
of individuals in interaction with others. In addition, interculturality 
is “an oppositional practice” (Kramsch & Nolden, 1994). By consid-
ering not only what individuals and groups have in common but also 
those times and places in which contradictions and opposition occur, 
this model highlights the complexities of intercultural interactions. The 
oppositions involved in intercultural learning therefore foreground ten-
sions, at macro (e.g., country, region), meso (e.g., organizational, insti-
tutional, structural), and micro (individual, interpersonal) levels (cf. 
Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979; Watling Neal & Neal, 2013). “Nested 
interculturality”, through these various foci moves from an individual 
disposition to a critical and interactional practice. A competence-based 
approach primarily highlights what individuals are able to do in a uni- 
directional, developmental way. A “nested” approach instead embraces 
questioning one’s habitual modes of thinking alongside the interroga-
tion of individually-oriented models that themselves may be forms of 
privilege and the bases of colonial practice. This chapter’s discussion of 
dispositions, tensions, and pedagogical practices will help to bring this 
approach to life.
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As noted above, a “nested” approach to interculturality simultane-
ously highlights “nests” (dual spaces of cultivation and challenge), and 
“nesting” (layers of culture) during educational experiences. It is relevant 
here to discuss what some of these nests are, and how balancing among 
them may be explored. Since there are so many pieces being negotiated 
simultaneously, it is essential to discuss the balancing acts involved in 
meaningful intercultural engagement in these immersion experiences. 
The first nest to consider includes community members and commu-
nity partners (e.g., non-profit organizations, social service agencies, and 
educational institutions), with one focus of negotiation being on stu-
dents’ projects and tasks. Another nest includes program administra-
tors, faculty members, and support staff, who are focused on resources 
and support as well as balancing students’ and partners’ and institu-
tions’ preferences and needs through ongoing engagement. Students 
are another nest, with their own preferences, conceptualizations of ser-
vice and professional orientations. In order to cultivate a nested inter-
culturality among these various nests, it is essential to create spaces to 
explore tensions as well as approaches to balancing preferences and 
needs. These balancing acts can be focused on navigating interpersonal 
dynamics as well as choosing to prioritize institutional partnerships 
and/or individual preferences. Among participants in these different 
nests, there may be similar or distinct conceptions of scope of students’ 
engagement, notions of time, and commitment to projects over time.

“Nested interculturality” connects with other trends in social justice 
education to create inclusive spaces for individuals, groups, and com-
munities. These approaches highlight diversity (the range of ways that 
people are different), inclusion (allowing for full and equal participa-
tion), and equity (fairness), as well as acknowledging privilege, con-
ceptualized as unearned advantage and conferred dominance (Johnson, 
2001) and marginalization. Diverse ways of conceptualizing one’s own  
and others’ identities (Abes et al., 2007; Avineri, 2015; Chavez et al., 
2003; Zimmerman, 1998) are also central, including positionalities 
(how one’s identities, experiences, and history shape interactions with 
others), intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), how different aspects of 
identities connect), and markedness (Bucholtz, 2001), the notion 
that some groups of people are perceived in different contexts as  
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normal/default (“unmarked”) and others are perceived as different from 
the norm (“marked”). Being sensitive to these issues can provide a useful 
backdrop for fostering dispositions that are central to “nested intercul-
turality”, as outlined in the following section.

Educators in immersion experiences can engage in a range of ped-
agogical practices to foster participants’ “nested interculturality”. The 
roles of temporal nesting (interacting with cultures across various time 
scales) and spatial nesting (interacting with cultures across different 
spaces) are crucial to a deeper understanding of individuals’ intercul-
tural development over time and space. Therefore, this chapter provides 
detailed examples of pedagogical practices that can be used during 
immersion experiences to explore and address tensions that are part of 
intercultural interactions (see above Table 1).

Fostering Dispositions

There are a number of dispositions to highlight when discussing 
“nested interculturality” with students, faculty members, and staff 
involved in immersion experiences. A disposition is an enduring atti-
tude that can shape practices (cf. Schussler & Knarr, 2013; Welch & 
Arreeepattamanil, 2016). These dispositions are a basis for an explora-
tion of the more relational components of interculturality, and connect 
with other efforts in higher education more broadly.

The first disposition to foster is critical empathy (DeStigter, 1999; 
Nero, 2009; Palmer & Menard-Warwick, 2012), the notion that under-
standing others’ perspectives is a central goal but also an impossible task. 
This emphasis suggests that one should accept the incommensurability 
of experience between individuals and cultures, highlighting both intel-
lectual engagement and affective relationships. In intercultural learning 
spaces, educators frequently seek to foster students’ empathic ability to 
see the world “through another’s eyes” or “in another’s shoes”. This focus 
is intended to have students engage with perspectives other than their 
own, and imagine how the world might be seen by those who are dif-
ferent from them. This is an essential aspect of intercultural learning. 
However, there are limits to one’s ability to truly understand what it is 
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like for another individual or member of a group to move through the 
world. In one case in a service-learning course I was teaching, one stu-
dent said to another student “I get it” in relation to issues of race and 
experience. However, the notion of critical empathy highlights the limits 
of perspective-taking and foregrounds lived experiences as understood in 
individuals’ own words. Therefore, a starting place for critical empathy 
may be to say “I don’t get it”. This could perhaps invite more conversa-
tion and discussion, fostering a more engaged approach to intercultural-
ity in these educational experiences. Additional approaches to fostering 
critical empathy are discussed in the Pedagogical Practices section below.

A second disposition that is central to “nested interculturality” is 
negotiating reality (Antal & Friedman, 2008; Arieli, Friedman, & 
Agabria, 2009; Friedman, 2014), an enduring attitude with which stu-
dents can encounter new cultures by acknowledging how cultures are 
not monolithic or static. This approach involves reciprocal engagement 
among members of different cultures, such that they put in the difficult 
work of understanding and making sense of one another’s perspectives 
and approaches. Negotiating reality may also be seen as a set of prac-
tices, since it involves ongoing engagement with individuals and groups 
as a mode to better understand other cultures as made up of individuals’ 
lived experiences. Whereas other models of intercultural development 
may focus on objective, judgment-free approaches to understanding 
other cultures, negotiating reality acknowledges the ongoing commit-
ment and give-and-take involved in making sense of another culture. 
It also recognizes the roles of discomfort and comfort in these interac-
tions, as well as the fact that actions and reactions are shaped by val-
ues and ideologies. In addition to recognizing the role of negotiation 
in “nested interculturality”, it is important to consider and question 
what constitutes reality (including lived experiences and materiality) (cf. 
Pennycook, 2017; McIntyre, 2018).

Both critical empathy and negotiating reality relate to the third dis-
position of ethical engagement with communities. In order to interact 
ethically with community members during immersion experiences, it 
is essential to become aware in advance of potential ethical issues and 
consider how they may be addressed throughout the experiences them-
selves. These day-to-day issues have been conceptualized by DeCosta 
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(2015) as “microethics”. This includes a consideration of the guiding 
principles of respect for persons, yielding optimal benefits while min-
imizing harm, and justice (DeCosta, 2015) as well as the 4 R’s of eth-
ics (Avineri, 2017): reasons, roles, relationships, and responsibilities 
(pp. 64–65). Reasons are one’s goals, aims, and objectives in engaging 
in inquiry and partnership; roles are the subject positions that vari-
ous individuals may occupy; responsibilities are the tasks and duties 
involved in those various roles; and relationships are built through 
ongoing interactions. Discussing ethical approaches can include some 
discussion of both principle ethics (what shall I do?) and virtue ethics 
(who shall I be?). Exploring ethical engagement would also involve dis-
cussion of conflicts of interest, bias, and cultural and linguistic aspects 
of ethical notions themselves.

A partnership orientation is the fourth disposition; it dovetails with 
negotiating reality as it highlights the ongoing interpersonal, intercul-
tural, and institutional work involved in experiential learning pro-
grams (see Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 2009; Bringle & Hatcher, 2002; 
Holland, 2001; Jacoby & Associates, 2003; Torres, 2000). Sustainable 
partnerships include all stakeholders (including universities and com-
munity members) seeing themselves as part of a “partnership identity” 
or a “we” relationship (Janke, 2008). This would involve committed 
engagement, as opposed to more tentative or even aligned engagement 
(Dorado & Giles, 2004). Collaborations that focus on a “partnership” 
identity can provide opportunities for transformative partnerships, 
in contrast to those with a more transactional or exploitative nature 
(Clayton, Bringle, Senor, Huq, & Morrison, 2010; Jameson, Clayton, 
& Jaeger, 2010). Building transformative partnerships involves a com-
plex balancing act of respecting community partner preferences, learner 
agency, and instructor’s shaping of learning experiences, as well as 
choice, autonomy, agency, mutuality, reciprocity, quality, and benefit. It 
is important to explore with students, staff, and faculty members before, 
during, and after immersion experiences how interpersonal, intercul-
tural, and institutional dynamics may impact the partnership-building 
process. In addition, immersion experience facilitators can emphasize 
the importance of both students’ perspectives and experiences and the 
sometimes “unheard voices” (Stoecker, Tryon, & Hilgendorf, 2009) 
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of community partners as well as community members themselves. 
Discussions of partnership building therefore integrate an exploration 
of unequal power relationships at macro, meso, and micro levels. This 
acknowledgment of inequality and inequities therefore highlights the 
tensions involved in a “nested interculturality” approach.

Connected to critical empathy, negotiating reality, ethical engage-
ment, and partnership orientation is the fifth disposition of appreciative 
inquiry (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008), a theory of knowl-
edge and collective action that focuses on appreciating, envisioning, 
dialoguing, and innovating. Appreciative inquiry is a disposition that 
is central to “nested interculturality” because it highlights the role of 
observation and understanding as a first step toward critical engagement 
with communities in immersion environments. The approach encour-
ages students to cultivate a disposition of ethical observation. This 
approach is distinct from those that are problem- and solution-oriented, 
and allows for more in-depth inquiry from a collaborative standpoint. 
Frequently, students enter communities seeking to make a change or 
create solutions without first recognizing what is being done well in 
those contexts. Appreciative inquiry slows down the overall process and 
allows for a recognition of all that individuals and communities have to 
offer to intercultural collaborations.

Appreciative inquiry could be considered a first step toward a dis-
position of collaborative knowledge creation, best embodied by action 
research approaches (Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Dick, 2004; McNiff, 
2013; Reason & Bradbury, 2013; Sagor, 2000; Stringer, 2008; Wicks & 
Reason, 2009). This “transformative orientation to knowledge  creation” 
… “seek[s] to take knowledge production beyond the gate-keeping 
of professional knowledge makers” (Bradbury-Huang, 2010, p. 93). 
Whereas other research paradigms embody a hierarchy between the 
“researcher” and the “researched”, a central goal of action research is 
to collaborate with communities to create knowledge together. Action 
research includes cycles of issue identification, data collection and anal-
ysis, reflection, and action. This form of inquiry involves collabora-
tive, co-created projects, as opposed to pre-set agendas created by those 
who frequently already hold some power in the intercultural interac-
tions. With action research, the goal is to flatten traditional hierarchies 
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between researchers and community members through ongoing engage-
ment and co-constructed research agendas and products. Overall, these 
six dispositions underly the model of “nested interculturality”, and can 
be fostered through pedagogical practices like those outlined later in 
this chapter.

Tensions

As discussed previously, “nested interculturality” integrates the dual 
nature of “nests” as well as the “nesting” involved in engagement with 
layers of culture. Therefore, it is essential to discuss the tensions that 
may arise in immersion experiences, and explore pedagogical practices 
to uncover and handle them. These tensions can be discussed among 
participants as well as program administrators before, during, and after 
immersion experiences.

The first is a tension between individuals and partners. This tension 
focuses on individuals’ identities and preferences balanced with those of 
the partnership as a whole. The second tension is among participation, 
observation, and documentation. When students are encountering new 
cultures they may move along the participant-observation spectrum, 
which includes choices about when to engage, what to say, and how/if 
to document. Students can be trained in ethnographic methods, thereby 
allowing them to understand cultures and communities from longitu-
dinal and in-depth perspectives (Avineri, 2017). They can then explore 
how to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar, while recog-
nizing their own emic (insider) and/or etic (outsider) perspectives across 
diverse interactions.

A related tension is that between positionality and objectivity, which 
connects with anthropological concepts including emic (insider) and 
etic (outsider) perspectives. In addition, anthropologists’ goals to 
make the familiar strange and the strange familiar relates with this ten-
sion between acknowledging one’s own perspectives while also seek-
ing to remain relatively objective and value-free when engaging with 
new cultures. As discussed above, nested interculturality acknowledges 
the various positionalities that individuals hold during intercultural 
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interactions. However, many models of intercultural development high-
light the importance of objective, value-free judgments of new cultural 
practices. Therefore, at times there may be a tension between a some-
what objective “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) (deep and elaborate 
accounts of behaviors and contexts) and an acknowledgment of one’s 
own identities, experiences, histories, and ideologies. A fourth tension 
is focused on humility and expertise. When is it relevant or preferable to 
highlight what one can contribute to a discussion and when is it best to 
engage in humble practices that instead allow space for others to high-
light their perspectives and contributions? This is a rich area of explora-
tion with students during immersion experiences, especially as it relates 
to issues of “competence”. A fifth tension is between inquiry and change, 
with an inquiry orientation being focused more on what is happening 
within a given culture and deeply listening to the experiences of oth-
ers. A change orientation instead may focus on action and what is next 
for a given community or cultural context. It is important to highlight 
the roles of negotiating reality and reciprocal engagement as one way to 
balance these two orientations in intercultural interactions. A sixth ten-
sion is focused on how impact is conceptualized by different individuals 
at local and global levels, including who, whom, what, where, when, 
why, and how that impact is manifesting. It is useful to explore with 
students, community members, and community partner organizations 
how these tensions can be negotiated and perhaps resolved through 
ongoing “nest” building, reflection, and collaboration.

Pedagogical Practices to Foster “Nested 
Interculturality”

In the section below, I describe pedagogical practices I have used 
to foster “nested interculturality” among students and other partic-
ipants in various educational contexts, highlighting the range of nests 
to cultivate and balance in these endeavors. These educational spaces 
include a Master’s level course called “Service-Learning: International 
& Domestic Community Partnerships”, an undergraduate critical 
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service-learning course called “Hunger & Homelessness”, an under-
graduate critical service-learning and ESL course for international stu-
dents called “Hunger & Homelessness in America’s Salad Bowl” (more 
information about this course is included in Avineri & Perren, in press), 
and a Master’s level course called “Language Education Practicum 
Capstone”. They also come from collaborative action research pro-
jects both domestically and internationally that I have overseen with 
students, including those focused on the impact of immigration poli-
cies on K-8 students in California, women experiencing homelessness 
in California, community-based agriculture collaborations in Peru, 
and marine policies in the Bahamas. In addition, the activities that I 
describe below are taken from a number of immersive learning work-
shops I have provided to both undergraduate and graduate students 
engaged in local and global educational experiences (e.g., New Student 
Orientation, summer and year-long study abroad and experiential learn-
ing programs). I have also used some of these approaches and activi-
ties for educators’ professional development sessions (e.g., conference 
presentations, high school educators’ professional development sessions, 
university-level faculty and administrators forum). Overall, this section 
provides concrete pedagogical practices for fostering nested intercul-
turality in a range of educational contexts, which can be adapted for 
short-term workshops as well as long-term engagement (e.g., semes-
ter-long courses, immersion experiences) for an in-depth exploration of 
the balancing acts and tensions involved.

Critical Reflection. In the teaching and trainings that I have offered, 
I seek to engage participants in ongoing critical reflection and critical 
reflexivity about the various tensions involved in immersion experi-
ences. Reflection is “sensemaking about actions, the metacognitive work 
that one engages into process an activity before, during and/or after 
it happens” (Avineri, 2017, p. 112). One key distinction is between 
Reflection (structured reflection) and reflection (ongoing, informal 
modes). Reflection allows students to experience, process, generalize, 
and apply (and share), as part of the experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 
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2015).2 As Eyler and Giles (1996) note, meaningful reflection is contin-
uous, connected, challenging and contextualized.

One critical reflection approach is pre-reflection (or preflection), dur-
ing-reflection, and post-reflection (Avineri, 2017, p. 114). This connects 
with Murphy’s typology (reflection-for-action, reflection-in-action, 
reflection-on-action), that allows for the range of possibilities across 
temporal and spatial contexts. For example, at a recent conference key-
note speech I asked the participants to engage in “preflection”, asking 
them some of the following questions: How do you define social jus-
tice?, Where does this definition come from?, Share or (draw) an exam-
ple of service., What makes it service?, and Share an “intercultural” 
encounter you have had in the past week. How did it go? How do you 
know? This type of “schema activation” allows the participants to engage 
with the relevant topics in advance of the presentation itself, building a 
connection with their own perspectives, the material, and one another. 
I also frequently ask workshop participants as a pre-reflection prompt to 
consider “Who is in your nests?” (i.e., spaces/communities of cultiva-
tion and challenge), providing them with some examples (e.g., students, 
classrooms, institutions, faculty, staff, administrators, communities) and 
allowing them to explore how and why these spaces are meaningful for 
them. In other cases, students are asked to reflect on a previous inter-
cultural interaction and discuss the tensions they encountered and how 
they handled them. I have also asked students to reflect upon their vari-
ous identities, and how they may be relevant in their immersion experi-
ences (see Avineri, 2015 for detailed discussion of these reflections). In 
preparation for engaging with new communities, students may engage 
in a “nest exploration” by conducting research, observing the com-
munity, and/or document what they notice. This provides them with 
hands-on approaches to issues including participation vs. observation 
vs. documentation (discussed in the Tensions section above) as well as 
inquiry and narrative.

Another approach to pre- and post-reflection is called FACE, 
in which students identify the facts, assumptions, challenges, and 

2http://www.servicelearning.umn.edu/crimson/dependancies/multimedia/reflection1.pdf.

http://www.servicelearning.umn.edu/crimson/dependancies/multimedia/reflection1.pdf
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expectations they are aware of before entering a new community. The 
facts can be identified through online and other types of research, 
whereas the other three components generally come from individuals’ 
own perspectives and experiences. These facts, assumptions, challenges, 
and expectations can then be revisited at the end of an experience, to 
see how they match up (or not) with perceptions and assumptions that 
were held before the experience itself. In trainings with educators, I have 
also asked them to consider which concepts resonated with them, which 
activities they could adapt to their own contexts, and what challenges 
they might face in implementing their ideas (and how they might han-
dle those). Post-reflection prompts can allow individuals to apply con-
cepts and ideas to their own contexts in fruitful ways.

The What—So What—Now What3 framework provides participants 
with an opportunity to think through and describe what happened, 
determine why it is important to them/raised relevant issues and figure 
out next steps/what it means for the future. A related model is DEAL,4 
in which participants Describe (experience objectively, assess progress 
since last reflection), Examine (personal, communal, academic per-
spectives), Articulate Learning (what, how, why). For example, in the 
Hunger and Homelessness critical service-learning course that I teach, 
about halfway through the semester I ask the students to describe an 
encounter at their community partner site, connect it with course mate-
rial, and consider what it means about their dispositions and practices 
moving forward. This focus on a particular event connects with critical 
incident reflections, in which individuals describe in detail something 
unexpected, critically analyze how they handled it, consider what they 
might do in future situations, and what this means about them as a 
practitioner (cf. Critical events in Bailey, 2007; Nunan and Choi, 2010; 
Tripp, 2012). Identifying and analyzing particular incidents can allow 
for details and specificity alongside generalizations of principles and 
attitudes.

3http://www.servicelearning.umn.edu/info/reflection.html.
4http://servicelearning.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/dealreflection-questions.original.pdf.

http://www.servicelearning.umn.edu/info/reflection.html
http://servicelearning.duke.edu/uploads/media_items/dealreflection-questions.original.pdf
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Narrative Reflection. A central component of building nests is narra-
tive, which refers to storytelling and story listening. A focus on narrative 
(Avineri 2019; Bauman, 2004; Briggs, 1986; De Fina & Perrino, 2011; 
Falconi & Graber 2019; Zigon, 2008) highlights the roles of interaction, 
negotiation, and audience at individual, group, community, and cul-
tural levels. In addition, narratives can allow for an exploration of both 
present-day and historical narratives. As discussed above, one of the key 
tensions to explore in nested interculturality is among participation, 
observation, and documentation. This tension can be fruitfully examined 
through the lens of narrative. I encourage my students to consider the fol-
lowing questions when exploring their own narratives and those of com-
munity members with whom they interact during immersion experiences:

• How do we ask questions?
• How are narratives invited?
• Who tells narratives?
• In what languages?
• To whom are the narratives addressed?
• Which narratives are listened to?
• Which narratives are discounted?
• How do we share narratives in ethical ways?

I also provoke them to consider the following question: Would you 
still want to travel to that country if you could not take a camera 
with you—a question of appropriation (Waheed, 2013). This provoc-
ative question helps them to consider how and why they may choose 
to document what they see during their experiences. When students 
encounter this question, they begin to recognize the assumptions and 
taken-for-granted aspects of their immersion experience. They begin to 
ask critical questions about ethics, and recognize their positionality in 
relation to those with whom they are engaging during these experiences. 
I have also used an article from the satirical newspaper The Onion, 
“6-Day Visit to Rural African Village Completely Changes Woman’s 
Facebook Profile Picture”. This can also encourage students to con-
sider their motivations and intentions when documenting their experi-
ences for different audiences. I have also worked with students to create 

https://www.theonion.com/6-day-visit-to-rural-african-village-completely-changes-1819576037
https://www.theonion.com/6-day-visit-to-rural-african-village-completely-changes-1819576037
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digital stories about their immersion experiences, to explore the “nests” 
they have been a part of. In some cases I have also shared those digital 
stories with students in subsequent semesters, to discuss issues of eth-
ics, positionality, and audience in relation to creating stories about their 
experiences.

In addition, I encourage them to create narratives (including who, 
what, where, when, why, and how) with special attention paid to whom 
(meaning the various audiences that may be exposed to those narra-
tives). A narrative lens can allow students and community members to 
explore their own perspectives while also allowing new nests to form 
through the sharing of those narratives. For example, I provide them 
with examples of “6 Word Stories” including “For sale. Baby shoes. 
Never worn.”, “Painfully he changed ‘is’ to ‘was’, “and “One bowl of 
spaghetti. Two forks”. I then ask them to consider what their first inter-
pretation of these stories were, and then encourage them to imagine 
other possible interpretations for the stories based on different contexts, 
circumstances, and audiences. They then create a three “6 word stories” 
about the same intercultural experience, each design for a different audi-
ence (family member, friend, someone whom they just met). Activities 
like these can highlight issues of narrative and audience for the partici-
pants at any phase of their immersion experience.

Another narrative-focused activity that allows students to explore 
issues including critical empathy and positionality comes from the 
organization Narrative 4. In this activity, individuals share the story of 
their name with a partner (their choice—first name, middle name, last 
name). They can include as much or as little detail as they would like, 
frequently including information about their history, family, identity, 
and experience. Their partner listens to this story. Then, with another 
pair, the partner shares that story in the first person. This embodied 
activity provides students with the opportunity to realize what it might 
be like to truly be in “someone else’s shoes”. Students begin to realize 
how identities (e.g., age, race, class, background) are expressed pub-
licly and how those may be perceived by others. They also may realize 
how difficult it can be to be responsible for faithfully tell someone else’s 
story. These aspects of the activity are miniature versions of the ethical 
questions they are meant to grapple with throughout their immersion 

http://www.sixwordstories.net/
https://narrative4.com/
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experiences. This activity therefore highlights issues of critical empathy 
and the importance of deep engagement in ethical narrative sharing 
about and among communities.

Multimedia Reflection. Another set of approaches I use to demon-
strate the role of nests in students’ intercultural interactions includes 
critical reflection using multimedia materials. For example, I use 
the TED Talk “Don’t ask where I’m from, Ask where I’m a local” to 
highlight issues of identity, history, perception, and markedness. This 
approach can open up fruitful discussions about students’ experiences 
moving through different contexts over time. In the video, Taiye Selasi 
encourages viewers to identify 3 R’s (rituals, relationships, and restric-
tions) in the contexts where they feel local. I also use the video “The 
Power of Outrospection” to encourage students to consider the roles 
of both individual self-examination as well as outward-facing engage-
ment with community issues, highlighting in particular the dispo-
sition of critical empathy. While watching the video, they are focused 
on identifying something they agreed with and something they disa-
greed with as a way to critically engage with the material. The What-
How-Why framework has students describe in detail before moving to 
interpret what they are seeing, which is connected with the Describe-
Interpret-Evaluate (DIE) framework frequently used in intercultural 
education environments (more recently proposed as the Describe-
Analyze-Evaluate [DAE] model in Nam & Condon, 2010). I encourage 
students to focus in the “What” section on nouns and verbs and in the 
“How” section on adjectives and adverbs. They then move to the “Why” 
phase, which may include hunches, intuitions, and educated guesses 
about what they see. This activity encourages them to “pause” before 
making assumptions about what they are seeing, which connects with 
the disposition of ethical observation discussed in relation to apprecia-
tive inquiry. I have modeled the activity using my own photos, and then 
ask students to engage in the activity with a partner’s photo to prac-
tice and then find out if their interpretations are “correct” or not. When 
students are able to identify relatively quickly (or slowly) the “correct” 
interpretation, this can also highlight the commonalities (or differences) 
there may be in the group as a whole.

https://www.ted.com/talks/taiye_selasi_don_t_ask_where_i_m_from_ask_where_i_m_a_local
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BG46IwVfSu8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BG46IwVfSu8
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Language Learning and Sociolinguistics Approaches. In prepar-
ing educators and learners for in-depth immersion experiences, it is also 
essential to consider both general issues and specific approaches/topics. 
For example, for the “Hunger and Homelessness” course for interna-
tional ESL students, instructors and student assistants participated in 
an in-depth training focused on the interconnected learning outcomes 
of service-learning, language learning, and intercultural learning. They 
learned about content-based instruction, working with learner popu-
lations, approaches to critical reflection, options for engaging in group 
discussion and dialogue, and topical areas (e.g., hunger and homeless-
ness). There are a number of language learning activities that could 
be included for a focus on issues of diversity, equity, and identity. For 
example, students can learn about different themes (e.g., gender, age, 
region, religion, racism). They could engage in critical discourse anal-
ysis of textbooks, focusing on text, context, intention, and discourse 
features. For example, they could discuss the ways that grammatical 
exercises may reinforce gender stereotypes. Students can create their 
own exercises but with a range of contexts & examples. Students could 
be taught vocabulary in the target language that helps them talk about 
cultural diversity (e.g., equality, bias, ethnic group names) and intercul-
tural issues. They could engage with authentic texts in the target culture 
(e.g., written documents, visuals like maps, photographs, cartoons). All 
of these may be approaches to connect language and intercultural learn-
ing in meaningful and critical ways.

In addition to these language learning activities, I have exposed stu-
dents to key sociolinguistic concepts that may be relevant in building 
partnerships. These include more general concepts including commu-
nities of practice, situated identities, and epistemics/knowledges (see 
Avineri, 2015 for further discussion of these areas). We also discuss 
examples of pragmatics, recipient design, adjacency pairs, presuppo-
sitions, repair, and “codeswitching” as they relate to multilingual and 
intercultural communication during their immersion experiences. 
For example, in some classes, students write their first emails to their 
community partners, and I provide them with feedback based on con-
cepts of recipient design, presuppositions, and epistemics/knowledges. 
Providing these conceptual frameworks can deepen students’ thoughtful 
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engagement with one another, partner organizations, and community 
members.

Collaborative Explorations. A fifth set of pedagogical practices 
are collaborative explorations students can engage in before working 
with communities and community partners. Though all of the activi-
ties listed above could potentially be done with some amount of col-
laboration, those that follow require collaboration among student 
participants. For example, before beginning a group project with a com-
munity-based organization, students can discuss a group needs assess-
ment,5 which includes identifying group strengths and roles, existing 
resources/local knowledge, stakeholders/participants, outcomes, tools/
procedures, other resources/sources, and timelines. Students taking the 
time to explicitly identify these aspects of their collective knowledge can 
preempt some tensions around humility and expertise, as described in 
the Tensions section above. Part of this approach includes the groups 
creating an agreement about how they want to communicate with one 
another and move forward with the project. After students engage in 
their community-based projects, they can present both the process and 
products. Then, students can write reflections about what they learned 
through one another’s presentations, identifying connection points and 
differences. These collaborative explorations within and among student 
groups (“nests”) can allow for more thoughtful engagement with one 
another and with community members and community organizations.

Scenarios. A last approach that I use frequently with my students 
is discussion of scenarios, which I have been collecting and adapting 
over the years. I primarily use these scenarios in a graduate-level course 
designed to train students in critical service-learning pedagogy, though 
I have used others in different educational contexts. I name these sce-
narios with one-word descriptions (e.g., the bus, the box, the brooms, 
the dream, the word, painting, the necklace) and share these stories with 
students. They have an opportunity first to consider individually how 
they might react if they were in these situations. They are encouraged 

5This needs assessment tool is adapted from Peter Shaw’s Curriculum Design needs assessment 
tool.
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to consider the scenarios from the four perspectives provided in Butin’s 
(2010) typology: technical (logistical), cultural (meaning-making), 
political (power and privilege), and antifoundational approaches. They 
also discuss in groups what they are sure about and unsure about in 
terms of how they might approach the situation and why.

“The bus” focuses on a student feeling uncomfortable traveling by 
bus to her service site because men said inappropriate comments to her 
while she was traveling. “The box” is about a student being asked to 
build boxes (which food would eventually go into) at their site. “The 
broom” is about an African American student being asked frequently 
to clean up at her site, and how this connected with her views of how 
she felt like a “maid” in that space. Another “broom” story is about a 
Japanese service-learner who broke a broom at his site, after which 
one of the site supervisors said that he was doing “karate stuff”. “The 
dream” is about a white student discussing during an activity about the 
“American Dream” how his father worked hard and therefore deserves 
his success. “The word” is about a Practicum student whose ESL stu-
dent used the word “segregate” to mean “separate” during a class activ-
ity. “The painting” is about a graduate student intern at a sports-focused 
site in Latin America who was asked to paint for her first few weeks at 
the site. I created the last scenario, about one student complimenting 
another student’s North African necklace and then speaking in gener-
alizations about North Africa. These scenarios are meant to have stu-
dents critically engage with issues of identity, perception, privilege, and 
service, among other issues. By openly discussing their perspectives as 
a group, students have the opportunity to become aware of, crystallize, 
and share their perceptions as a mode to foster nested interculturality.

Conclusion: Nested Interculturality for Social 
Justice

Ultimately, “nested interculturality” is focused on dispositions and prac-
tices for equity and social justice through its recognition of the relational 
components and tensions in intercultural education (de Sousa, 2014; 
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see Gorski, 2008). In constrast to intercultural learning approaches that 
focus primarily on individuals and objective assessments of other cul-
tures, “nested interculturality” recognizes the centrality of relations, insti-
tutions, structures, and systems in intercultural interactions. Highlighting 
tensions, dispositions, and practices moves from objective inquiry to crit-
ical engagement with social issues. Students are encouraged to encoun-
ter and make sense of issues they may at first be uncomfortable with. By 
highlighting issues of power, privilege, and markedness in these contexts, 
it may be possible to move toward social change and social justice. Bell 
(2007) conceptualizes social justice as a process and a goal that involves 
full and equal participation (mutually shaped to meet everyone’s needs) 
of all groups in society. It also includes equitable distribution of resources 
as well as all members being physically and psychologically secure, 
self-determining and interdependent. She notes that in order to move 
toward social justice it is essential to acknowledge oppression (pervasive, 
restrictive, hierarchical, power, privilege, hegemony, identity, internalized, 
“isms”) as well as the roles of consciousness, agency, and resistance. The 
roles of language and deep engagement with cultures is highlighted in 
Avineri, Graham, Johnson, Riner, and Rosa (2018). A focus on social jus-
tice involves “audience coalescence” (Avineri & Perley, 2018), a critically 
empathetic process of coming together for social change.

When students engage in in-depth reflection in different times and 
spaces, they are able to see the context-bound, dynamic, and fluid 
nature of both culture and interculturality. Whereas students may begin 
with a helping or fixing orientation during their immersion experiences, 
the goal is to see through engagement, interaction, and service how they 
are engaging in interactions by seeing individuals not as weak or broken 
but as whole (Remen, 1996). A focus on individuals’ roles in addressing 
social inequalities at micro, meso, and macro levels allows for a more 
in-depth consideration of what is needed to shape spaces for social jus-
tice. “Nested interculturality” dispositions and practices can allow for 
critical interculturality and decolonization by acknowledging the com-
plex, fraught, and layered nature of interactions. The focus here is on 
the process of building “nests” where both growth and challenge are 
fostered, as a means toward moving toward a more equitable and just 
world.
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