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Introduction 

My name is Mikael Goossen, and I am an associate professor in sociology, with a specialization 

in criminology. I applied to the STINT Teaching Sabbatical programme at a time where I had 

been teaching criminology for the past decade, and would soon step into the role of responsible 

subject teacher. More importantly, from an institutional point of view, a working group I was a 

part of at my home institution, the department of sociology at Umeå University had recently 

managed to construct a new major (“huvudämnesområde”) in criminology, and was looking to 
progress even further with creating a fully structured program in criminology. Thus, prospect 

to go west, toward the giant within modern criminological theory, and to learn from one of the 

United States most successful sociology departments concerning how they taught and thought 

around the subject of criminology seemed like the perfect opportunity to gain experience that 

might be well implemented in our future work expanding the departments curriculum.  

The Department of Sociology at UT Austin is one of the largest and most successful sociology 

departments in the US, with a lot of research output, a large body of PhD-students, over 600 

undergraduate majors, and host to several flag-courses that undergraduate students at UT are 

required to take as part of their academic orientation. The departments is the largest within the 

College of Liberal Arts, in turn the largest of 18 colleges and schools, at the University of Texas 

at Austin, a public research university ranked 7th among public universities in the United States 

(and 50th among all universities, according to Times Higher Education). The department offers 

several courses within the areas of criminology and adjacent subjects, and is in the process of 

forming a new major centered on Law and Society, a work toward which I contributed during 

my stay at the department.  

Fun facts: the university hosts two (!) Guthenberg bibles, as well as the world’s first photograph 

(or heliograph), the "View from the Window at Le Gras", taken in 1926 by Frenchman Joseph 

Nicéphore Niépce, requiring an exposure time of eight hours (which is incidentally equal to the 

number of museums that the university boosts on campus!). Plus, the university, a miniature 

reflection of its surrounding Austin (which should always be kept weird!), hosts among the 

friendliest (and most polite!) melting pot of people on the globe in my estimation. 

I am very grateful to the Department of Sociology, and the College of Liberal Arts, for hosting 

me, to STINT selecting and funding me, and to my own home department for taking such an 

interest in seeing the fruits of this collaboration become part of our institutional learning. The 

experience has been truly rewarding on a professional and personal level, and I would 

recommend anyone who is passionate about teaching to utilize the flexible format of the STINT 

Teaching Sabbatical as an opportunity to grow and to connect with like-minded (or preferably 

even differently minded!) teachers across the world. It will very likely prove to be one of the 

high points of your career!  

 



Preparation and planning 

When I found out about my upcoming Teaching Sabbatical to the Department of Sociology at 

the College of Liberal arts at the University of Texas at Austin I prioritized two things: (1) 

meeting with key department officials as soon as possible, and (2) quickly starting the VISA 

application process. Early in January I thus reached out to arrange an online meeting with the 

head of department, professor Shannon Cavanaugh, the department manager Hsian-Cheng 

(Kevin) Hsu, Training Coordinator Julie Kniseley, and my program officer at Texas Global 
Holly Schneider. I got to ask questions pertaining to my teaching, the situation as regards living 

accommodations, and a ask little about how students typically take classes and so forth. During 

that meeting I also got a better sense of the onboarding process I would have to go through.  

The onboarding process promised to be a lot of administration, as I was to be formally employed 

at the university although in an unpaid position. For example, even though I was already 

selected and approved as a STINT Visiting Fellow, I still had to produce three letters of 

recommendation to be filed, go through various background checks, fill out several forms and 

contracts, conduct various online training sessions (such as in cybersecurity and my duties to 

report harassments), as well as pass an oral English test with the English Language Center. 

However, the department manager, Kevin, as well as the Training Coordinator Julie Kniseley, 

were really on top of everything. Nevertheless, it was a good thing to have an early first meeting 

to get a better sense of the road ahead, as well as begin immediate preparations for the planning-

trip to the department that I intended to undertake during the spring semester.  

During my first meeting with the department I also found out I was to teach one course by 

myself. This upper division course was on sociological perspectives on criminal and was 

previously taught by professor William Kelly who was now retiring. However, even though the 

subject of the course was fixed, I was told I was free to construct my own syllabus around this 

theme. So, my next step was to reach out to professor Kelly in order to get a sense of how the 

course had been run previously, and what previous course materials were available to glance.  

I also arranged a zoom-meeting with a previous Stintonian, professor Tobias Samuelsson at 

Jönköping University, who had conducted his STINT Teaching Sabbatical at the Department of 

Sociology in 2023. This meeting was really valuable because Tobias was able to provide me 

with a Swedish perspective—giving me a better sense of the department, its culture and routines 

etc. I also got some good tips on living arrangements. From both Tobias and from my program 

officer Holly I got the tip to use a site called SabbaticalHomes.com. And from Holly I got the 

specific tip to look up a professor at the Teresa Lozano Long Institute of Latin American Studies 

who rents out her guest house. This turned out to be perfect, and I reached out to the professor, 

Adela Pineda, and made all necessary arrangements prior to my upcoming planning-trip. 



 

Fig 1. To the leŌ: me and my Texan family, Adela and Boris. To the right: my accommodaƟon. 

  

As  mentioned, I started the VISA application process in early January, as I anticipated longer 

waiting times for the embassy interview in Stockholm (owing to some troubling signals from 

the incoming new US administration). However, this process also had to move in tandem with 

the parallel processes of onboarding and getting a SEVIS number from the University of Texas, 

as well as securing an insurance via Kammarkollegiet. In the end the VISA process proved to 

be relatively smooth, at least compared to the hassle I was expecting after having read some 

previous TS-reports. But the forms one has to fill out are very demanding and thorough. And 

the digital application platform where one has to do this is almost unthinkably unreliable and 

ill-designed. The visa portal would frequently throws me out of the system without saving the 

information I had just spent 20 or so minutes putting into the system. Which meant a lot of 

pulled hair and gritted teeth. I applied for a J1 VISA for me, and a J2 VISA for my wife. 

However, in the end my wife was unable to accompany me as planned, and so she instead came 

over to visit for prolonged periods throughout my stay in Austin. The interview at the embassy 

felt to me like it was a pure formality, as they only asked me two quick questions and then 

stamped my papers.  

Before my Spring Term planning-trip to the department I read up on all past STINT reports that 

covered the University of Texas at Austin. I also sat down with professor Ester Barinaga from 

Lunds University during the Spring Term STINT seminar in Stockholm, to ask about her 

experience as a previous fellow from UT Austin. From these experiences I amassed quite a list 

of things I wanted to cover during the planning-trip. I also contacted all of the people currently 

teaching criminology (or adjacent areas) at the department, to see if we could meet up while I 

was in town.  

 

 

 

 



 

The LIST of things I wanted to check out at UT during the planning-trip in April 

 A tour of the department's offices, administrative functions, and lecture rooms (+maybe other spaces that 

are good to have had a glimpse of). 
 A "digital tour" covering things that I will need to perform my duties such as how to book lecture rooms, 

the IT-infrastructure for courses (where I can communicate with students and upload lecture notes etc.), 

how digital examinations work, etc. 
 If I will need to apply for key cards or create various digital profiles etc. then perhaps it would be a good 

idea to get as much this as possible either arranged or initiated during my visit.  

 A sit down with someone that could provide me with a more comprehensive understanding of how the 
sociology/criminology program i structured, how the course 325L that I will be teaching fits in to the 

overall program, what kind of students typically read it (and how advanced they are), what modes of 

examination are preferable, and in general any expectations that you will have of me as a lecturer.  
 It would also be nice  to meet up with some teachers (preferably from criminology/criminal justice) who 

would be willing to, less formally, discuss pedagogical culture and how teaching is generally conducted 
at the department. Perhaps over lunch or coffee.  

 Relatedly, if someone would agree to me sitting in on a lecture, I think that would be great. If there is 

enough time to do this, otherwise I gather there will be opportunities during the autumn. I have asked 
prof. Kelly if I could sit in on one of his lectures on 325L.  

 I have reached out to Global Office, and will be meeting with them on Friday 10 am.  

 Other practical issues that you can think of that I have missed. If there are TA's assigned to the course 
perhaps I should meet with them as well (if possible)? 

 

During the planning-trip, which I undertook in early April, I got a tour of my assigned office, 

the department and the Patton Hall building (where the department is hosted and all teaching is 

conducted, in modern and well-equipped lecture rooms). I also sat down with the department 

manager and the head of department to talk over administrative issues, such as when I would 

get access to various IT-systems such as Canvas and who to reach out to for various things I 

might need, as well as what kind of administrative tasks were expected of me in relation to 

teaching. I also had lunch with the head of department, professor Cavanagh, who offered me a 

better understanding of the department as a workplace.  



 

 

Fig 2. Top: PaƩon Hall (housing the Department of Sociology). BoƩom leŌ: a SƟntonian outside the Courtyard of Goldsmith 
Hall. BoƩom right: a SƟntonian outside the Department of Sociology.  



During the planning-trip I also met with professor Kelly to discuss his experiences teaching the 

course that I would be inheriting and 

remodeling. From him I got a better 

understanding of the type of students I would 

be meeting in class and what their 

expectations would likely be, as well as what 

kind of subjects I could raise in class (a not at 
all unimportant subject due to the somewhat 

sensitive topic of criminal justice in the US at 

that time). The issue of what I could and could 

not cover in class was also something I 

discussed with the head of department. My 

overall impression was that I could teach the 

course just as I would teach it at my home 

institution (although I did later have several 

faculty members warn me in private 

conversations that students might record 

lectures and that you did have to tread lightly 

as there had been firings of university 

professors in Texas related to teaching 

sensitive topics). I also met up with the 

director for the Initiative for Law, Societies and Justice to talk about how they approached the 

subject of criminology at the College of Liberal Arts.  

Furthermore, I met with several key administrative personnel that I thought would be good to 

have a working relationship with during my upcoming stay. Thus, I sat down with the Graduate 

Program Administrator, Anne Borman (who impressively worked full time while at the same 

time earning her master’s degree!), to talk about my needs in relation to the teaching assistant 

that would be assigned to my course. I expressed that I wanted to work with someone a little 

seasoned who had a firm grasp of administrative duties, such as how to handle student 

accommodation, so that I might focus more on course development and teaching. I also met 

with Senior Administrative Associate Valerie Goldstein to discuss the scheduling of my course, 

and daniel dillon, who is the Senior Academic Advisor, to discuss such things as scheduling, 

what routines existed around student accommodations, and how the enrollment of students 

worked. I also met up with my future landlady, Adela, an got a quick tour of my accommodation 

for the fall. As it turned out, I would have the same days teaching and giving office hours as her 

husband Boris (who is a language professor in the department of Spanish and Portuguese), 

which meant we could commute together (for which I was very grateful, as their home was 
located in a very lovely suburb a twenty-minute drive away from campus, meaning a good hour 

or so of brisk walking in the signature Texan heat).  

During the planning-trip I made the mistake of checking into a motel in the vicinity of the 

university. This became my first cultural chock, as I was quite unaware of the vast difference 

between a motel and a hotel in American culture. The amount I spent was actually equivalent 

Fig X. Fig 3. Picture from within the offices at the Department 
of Sociology. During the planning-trip I learned that students 
were allowed to carry firearms anywhere, with the excepƟon 
of faculty having the opportunity to set their own gun policies 
valid only for their personal office space. 



to a decent hotel in Sweden. But barred windows, damp bathroom, thin door, and police sirens 

wailing endlessly throughout the night quickly had me moving on to a more proper hotel. The 

morning after professor Cavanagh made me aware that my experience was in fact a whole 

cultural phenomenon, sung about in the country music tradition of the land: 

https://youtu.be/OAPT13PUqxM?si=cYo5aIAIQTz7UBuW Apparently, according to this 

ancient wisdom and folklore, you get a better night’s sleep in a county jail than in a motel.  

Prior to my departure in August, I also met up online with the teaching assistant assigned to my 
course: Kerry Waldrep. Kerry is a senior PhD student in sociology at the Population Research 

Center (and already a Doctor of Law!). As it turned out, Kerry knew all the things about 

administrative routines, policies and UT in general, that I did not, and we were set to make an 

excellent team!  

Upon finally arriving at the university, about 

a week before I would receive my students 

for the first time in class, I got a full 

introduction by Holly Schneider and Texas 

Global to the university. This included a 

campus tour (in the lovely Texas heat!), a 

required VISA orientation, and help in 

retrieving a proper university ID. I also got 

my first introduction toa Fullbright professor 

from Hungary: Janos Fazekas. Together 

Janos, Holly and I made up quite the 

international trio during my stay, and we 

attended various events, such as Faculty 

Fridays at Texas Global, as well as a 

conference on transatlantic relations 

together. I also got access to the online 

learning platform Canvas and was able to 

begin constructing the learning environment 

for the students. Other than that, I basically 

only had to get the keys to my office and get 

to work. Which is what I did.   

   

Tasks and responsibilities 

My main task during my stay at the department of sociology was to give the course 325L 

Sociology of criminal justice. The class was rather large, 88 students in total, so I was assigned 

a teaching assistant. But other than that, I was the only instructor on the course. While the course 
had previously been given by a now retired professor, I had full freedom to rewrite the syllabus 

to fit my needs. Meaning I could design my own course around the topic of criminal justice. 

Which is what I did. 

Fig 3. Holly, Janos and I in front of the iconic UT Tower. 

https://youtu.be/OAPT13PUqxM?si=cYo5aIAIQTz7UBuW


Already after my planning-trip I started sketching on a new syllabus for the course. This 

included new literature, different assignments and other forms of examination. While the course 

had in the past been designed as truly excellent examination of the various different elements 

that make up the American criminal justice system, I felt more comfortable with providing a 

more macro-sociologically oriented explanation centered on how the criminal justice system 

had come to occupy the role that it does in modern society, as well as how we could think 

around different ways of exercising criminal justice system moving forward. I especially 
wanted the course to prime student’s own reflections and argumentation pertaining to their 

theoretically underpinned visions for different ways of doing criminal justice in modern society, 

and what role criminal justice should ideally serve in society’s total effort at managing crime.  

The course was given as 3 hours of lecture per week, divided into two weekly occasions. As I 

quickly became aware of something referred to as “passing time”—allowing 15 minutes for 

students to change classrooms and new instructors to set-up—this in practice meant that I had 

75-minute lectures, scheduled for Tuesdays and Thursdays.  Per departmental policy I also 

offered 3 hours of office hours per week on Wednesdays. Usually, I also had other meetings or 

activities outside my teaching obligations on either Mondays and Fridays (and often both!), 

meaning I was generally in office for four days per week, if not the full week.  

To my surprise I was unable to fully realize my initial plan for the course: which was to have 

one lecture and one discussion section per week (with students grouped into smaller groups to 

discuss weekly topics). As I perceive it, it would actually have been in violation of the law for 

me to have a discussion section, as the course was described in the official curriculum as a 

course consisting of 3 hours of lectures per week. Considering that students take courses in 

parallel over the semester, and thus need information about what “section” a class is in order to 

be able to construct a schedule for their studies, this does makes a lot of sense. Still, it was a 

big surprise to me, and I had to rethink my approach on the spot.  

In the end I opted to have weekly online discussions instead, where students each week posted 

a short reflection covering the reading and lectures, as well as interacted and commented on 

each other’s posts. In the end, this reflexive activity made up almost half (48%) of the grade. 

As my goal with the course was for the students to strengthen their ability to argue for their 

theoretically informed vision for criminal justice, something that was finally evaluated through 

a two-page argumentation paper at the end of semester, these weekly discussions were a crucial 

substitute when I could not have them in discussion sections in class. I furthermore included a 

multiple-choice examination for their mid-term, in order to test some more factual aspects 

pertaining to course theories and concepts, and to provide them with feedback on how they 

were doing in terms of understanding so that they would have a chance to recalibrate their effort 

before the final examination.  



Another thing I did to manage the unexpected 

constraints provided by the strict lecture-

only-format (as well as the fixed seating 

arrangements in the classroom) was to 

implement different discussion activities 

throughout my lectures. I made heavy use of 

“beehive discussions” in order to deepen the 
understanding of theoretical concepts 

covered in class. I also did exercises such as 

“one-minute papers” where students got to 

write down their key takeaways from 

lectures/readings, and then compare and 

discuss with peers. In the end I think all of 

these minor discussion-oriented exercises 

worked out very well. The one drawback 

being that sharing the takeaways from their 

smaller discussions in such a large class 

required me to really work with the students 

for a long time in order to make them more 

comfortable with speaking up. In the 

beginning of the semester there was usually a large buzz during beehives (almost like a football 

match!), which was then quickly replaced by absolute silence (a dead, pin drop, kind of silence!) 

when I asked them to share their discussions. However, in the end, as I got to know the students 

and they figured out that the point of the discussions was not to give the “correct” answer but 

only to reason, sharing became more frequent. The students also taught me a lot about how 

young people around Texas live and think and how they reason around issues that have to do 

with crime and justice. I learned a lot from them. 

 

Fig 4. Teaching in Lecture hall 0.112 at the RLP-building. 

Fig 5. Student feedback on the course. 



For the weekly workflow, I and Kerry divided our tasks so that I was responsible for teaching, 

examinations, and for running the canvas site, while Kerry was responsible for meeting with 

students to discuss their approved accommodations, giving office hours (in addition to the ones 

I offered), and for handling the grading of the students’ weekly reflections (on a pass/fail basis), 

assisting in grading the final paper, and attending lectures in order to be able to evaluate the 

student’s work. I relied heavily on Kerry to guide me with her knowledge about UT policies 

and systems, and was deeply impressed by her dedication and loyalty to the student’s learning 
experience, a loyalty and level of engagement which is hitherto unmatched by any previous 

encounter I have ever had in any university setting.  

A very sad turn of events was that a close family member to Kerry passed away during the 

semester. This extremely adverse and sad circumstance required me to assume all 

responsibilities for the course for a few weeks (a very small burden indeed!), while also 

providing whatever support I could. The department management were aware of the situation, 

monitored closely and conveyed that they were prepared to step in with whatever resources 

were needed to make the situation work. As I was only teaching one course (with a typical 

workload being around two courses) I opted to run the course by myself for a while, rather than 

having a replacement TA.   

Other than my main task of giving the above course, I was presented with a very reasonable list 

of expectations by Texas Global for my visit. The list included: being on site, engaging in a 

meaningful way with students/faculty/staff in my host department, engaging with other 

departments or academic centers to foster interdisciplinary exchange, participate in lectures, 

seminars, and workshops, as appropriate, attend Texas Global events as appropriate, engage 

with other global faculty and scholars, and keeping relevant persons updated on my activities. 

It was also clearly stated that I was expected to act as a “representative of the STINT Program 

and UT Austin, upholding the values of academic excellence and collegiality” which I really 

strived to do throughout my stay at UT.  

 

Activities during the Teaching Sabbatical 

Core activities at the Department of Sociology 

Other than preparing and running my own course—with teaching on Tuesdays and Thursdays 

and office hours on Wednesdays—I participated in both recurring as well as several one-off 

activities during my stay at UT. To begin, I was generally in office four to five days a week. 

And besides teaching I usually had one or a few other meetings or events every week. I also 

had instances of tutoring master’s students doing research in fields adjacent to criminology 

within the Initiative for Laws, Societies and Justice.  

I tried to attend as many seminars and workshops as I could manage during my stay. The 

department also arranged a couple of social events such as a Fall kick-off that I attended. I also 
participated in the departments introduction for onboarding and training of new doctoral 

students, which included actual training on teaching and the various tasks of being a teaching 

assistant (a section where I ended up leading group discussions, sharing my experiences from 



working in Sweden). I was also invited to attend two Faculty meetings during my stay. 

However, these were not very frequent, and, in the end, I unfortunately did not manage to attend 

the ones I was invited to. Other recurring events I attended were for example various events for 

international scholars hosted by Texas Global (such as the monthly Faculty Fridays) and various 

events organized by ISSS (for example a lovely tour of the Blanton museum on campus). 

 

  

Fig 6. LeŌ: PresentaƟon at the Department of Sociology. Right: PainƟng hung in the LaƟn American secƟon of the Blanton 
Museum of Arts at UT AusƟn campus.  

 

Planning a new Major in Law and Society at the College of Liberal Arts 

One of the most interesting activities during my stay (an activity that is still ongoing to date) 

was my participation in a small working group—consisting of myself and professor Michael 

Hames Garcia, and Zakia Afrin who is a Research Program Coordinator with the Law, Societies, 

and Justice Initiative—tasked with establishing a new major (“huvudämnesområde”) on Law 

and Societies (originally dubbed Criminology, Law and Societies). This work actually started 

when  I reached out to professor Garcia to interview him about his experience regarding creating 

such a major, as I had the mistaken impression that he had already begun this work. My motive 
for reaching out was that I have myself been involved in a similar process at Umeå University 

and wanted to compare experiences. Upon returning to Sweden, I, as the new subject 

responsible teacher (“ämnesansvarig”), would also be tasked with working toward expanding 

our criminology courses and establishing a full program in criminology. As it turned out, 

Michael had actually not yet begun this work, and we quickly found each other when talking 

and he invited me to be part of constructing this major. Naturally, I accepted, as one of my main 

goals with the Teaching Sabbatical was go gain a better understanding of how the  students 

learning experience may be constructed differently following different program frameworks, as 

well as gaining a deeper insight into what was considered core knowledge concerning 

criminology (a deeply interdisciplinary subject!) within an American context. 



The actual work with creating the major consisted of surveying all of the universities that UT 

Austin generally compares itself to (there is a list of these comparable universities) and looking 

at how these other universities had structured their majors and minors for either Criminology 

or Law and Society. I also contributed with a Swedish perspective on how criminology is 

usually taught and structured at Swedish universities (which I have some extended insight into 

since I am a long time the representative for Umeå University to the University Network for 

Criminology in Sweden, and have regular meetings with the director of studies’ at the other 
Swedish universities who provide an education in criminology). We also conducted an 

inventory of all relevant courses given within the College of Liberal Arts to see which of these 

courses might be considered as either required or elective courses, counting toward the major 

we were proposing. What struck me when conducting this work, as well as talking to other 

teachers involved in teaching criminology and adjacent subjects or courses, was that 

criminology in an American context is slightly more geared toward the consequences of or 

society’s reaction to crime—meaning criminal investigation, policing, crime prevention, 

criminal policy and law are often the main focus areas—whereas criminology in Sweden 

(although drawing heavily on American theoretical work such as the Chicago School of 

Criminology) is often geared toward an understanding of the, proximate and distal, causes of 

crime at different levels of analysis.  

Typically, a major in criminology in the American system will earn the student a degree as either 

a Bachelor of Science or Bachelor of Arts. In total, this will represent roughly four years of full-

time studies, out of which about one year (or about 30 credits in the American system) will be 

dedicated to studies within the area of the major. By comparison, the Swedish degree is three 

years, with one and a half year spent within the major. Meaning half of the education is within 

the major. Thus, it would appear that there is a difference of breadth versus depth or 

specialization. Moreover, the American system is far more loosely organized compared to a 

typical Swedish program. Typically, students are quite free to choose between different elective 

courses, and can also choose when to study them. This means students with the same major can 

have widely different experiences and trajectories, although they usually share a common 

platform, via an introductory course, as well as a common experience in a capstone course, that 

ties everything together, with the focus of reflecting back on the entire experience. I also learned 

that it is highly uncommon for students to write a bachelor thesis (which is the standard form 

of examination for a criminology major in the Swedish case) and that even research experience 

is less common and something that you have to actively build into the major (while I initially 

just assumed that this would be a non-negotiable requirement for earning the degree).  

The continued work with the proposal consisted of deciding what elements were to be 

mandatory, and what were to be elective, and how progression through the major might look 

like. We quickly decided that we wanted a relatively open major where students could choose 
from many different relevant electives, while providing guidance on a few possible “paths” that 

would build distinct profiles. Here we reasoned around a “law”-track and a “criminology”-

track, as well as around practitioner-perspectives versus more academica/research intensive 

tracks. We also decided to make not only a common introductory course and a capstone 

experience mandatory, but also to have methods and research experience built in as mandatory 



requirements into all possible tracks or paths that a student might pursue within the major. 

During this phase we also made an inventory of possible future courses, such as a capstone, that 

needed to come into existence for the major to work out.  

The next step in constructing the major was to actually write the proposal for the major. This is 

yet ongoing work, and something that I will continue to offer consultation on, as I have offered 

to remain part of the working group throughout the Spring Term. Another area of continued 

collaboration is that I and professor Hames Garcia have talked about working toward having a 
structured digital exchange, where students taking the major at UT, and my students in Sweden, 

could work jointly on a common project in some form, as part of their respective coursework.  

Activities with Texas Global, Center for Teaching and Learning, and conferences 

As it turns out, Texas Global actually runs a program called 

Global Virtual Exchange, where faculty at UT can partner 

with other faculty at universities abroad to do exactly what 

we discussed: have students at different universities 

collaborate on joint projects as part of their respective course 

work. As this was of great interest to me, I was delighted to 

be invited by Holly (my program officer, who is also 

responsible for this program at UT) to a meeting with a 

network for faculty who were running such exchange 

programs as part of their courses. I  continued to meet with 

this group, which had regular meetings, throughout my entire 

stay at UT. I thus learned a lot about what made such 

collaborations and digital exchanges successful (such as 

actually having secondary assignments and back-up plans 

ready if things did not work out as planned, which was often the case) and what might be 

examples of pitfalls to anticipate (such as working with different expectations between the 

institutions engaged in the exchange). I also planned a small-scale digital exchange on my own, 

between my UT students and students studying criminology at Umeå Unviersity, Örebro 

University and Halmstad University. However, in the end, the enrollment rate of Swedish 

students were too low to proceed and I decided to cancel.  

Fig X. Learner Centered Teaching, by Terry 

Doyle. 



I also engaged with the Center for Teaching and Learning through enrolling in a course on 

effective course development and joining a book circle that met up over the semester  to discuss 

the book Learner Centered Teaching, by Terry Doyle. This was a great opportunity for me to 

get to know faculty outside of my own host department, and to get a more cross-sectional idea 

about how teachers at UT approached their tasks. 

I also attended some conferences arranged by 

the College for Liberal Arts, such as one on 
political violence in Latin America, as well as 

one by Texas Global, on Transatlantic Ties and 

Opportunities with a French delegation from 

The Institut des Amériques (which was very 

rewarding as they included a student panel 

with students at different levels of progression 

giving testimony to how opportunities for 

foreign exchange had transformed their 

student experience). Furthermore, I had 

discussions with the department of Germanic 

languages about interacting with their students 

who studied Swedish, but in the end this had to be cancelled due to unforeseen personal 

circumstances having to do with the instructor of that course. 

Other miscellaneous activities 

Beyond the university, I also travelled to Pennsylvania to visit a Mennonite community and 

engage with them on the topic of how they lived with and practiced the concept of “restorative 

justice” in their everyday life. The background to me wanting to do this is that I teach restorative 

justice (as a part of my own coursework in Sweden and as part of the course I gave at UT). 

However, I was only familiar with restorative justice from a criminal justice perspective, and 

largely ignorant of the more spiritual and community origins that birthed this concept. In fact, 

the renowned “grandfather of restorative justice”, Howard Zehr, who introduced this concept 

to the American criminal justice system, was a practicing Mennonite who drew heavily, but 

definitely not exclusively, on the Mennonite tradition for conflict resolution.  

The Mennonites are a Christian, strictly non-violent, minority group who originated in central 

Europe (mainly Switzerland) but moved to the United States to avoid religious persecution in 

Europe. Mennonites now exist in various places over the world, but not in Sweden, and 

Pennsylvania is generally described as their “heartland”. There are various Mennonite groups 

and churches, but many, such as the community I visited, practice a fairly traditional and partly 

secluded lifestyle (although not isolated, and definitely very warmly welcoming!). As I had 

mutual friends with this community, I had an easy way of establishing contact, and was invited 
to come up to a farm to share a meal and to ask freely whatever questions I had. This turned out 

to be a very long, warm and spiritual talk on the nature of reconciliation and community, and I 

am extremely grateful to the Keener family for providing me with this opportunity to get a more 

solid understanding of the roots of modern restorative justice practices.  

Fig x. Student panel session at the conference on 
TransatlanƟc Ties.  



 

 

Fig X. MeeƟng the Keener family / Brokwood Collies, part of the Mennonite community, in Pennsylvania.  

Another thing I did during my TS was to invite a tech-startup—Kairon Labs LLC/The 

University AI Project, run by a UT alumni, Evan Wiedenhoefer—to fine-tune their software, 

which used AI to make lecture outlines, based on recordings of my lectures. I was approached 

by Evan with the suggestion for collaborating on this, as his fiancée was studying in my class. 

The idea of the software is that it might be used in a similar way to, for example, a course 

notetaker, which is often utilized as a way to accommodate students who need support with 

notetaking during lectures. I had a great experience with this technology, which was remarkably 

on point and was able to filter random talk from on-topic lecturing, and was able to provide a 

clever and accurate grouping of the major lecture points.  

Other than the above I tried talking to as many faculty as possible while in office, had some sit-

downs such as with the Senior Vice Provost for Global Engagement and Chief International 

Officer, Sonia Feigenbaum, and Hogg Professor of Government Christopher Wlezien, who both 

provided me with very insightful perspectives on the challenges facing academia in the USA 

today. I also participated in the STINT Teaching Sabbatical midterm seminar at UCLA.  



 

 

  

Fig X. The midterm seminar, at UCLA. 

  

Comparisons with home institution: important lessons and topics for future 

development 

Teaching culture and pedagogy 

I got the impression that being considered a good instructor was quite prestigious at UT, and 

that most faculty expressed a genuine interest in teaching as a career. Thus, my general 

impression is that there is less division between teaching and research than what I am used to, 

and that, to the extent that one pursues one or the other as the focus of their career, both are 

highly valued. At my home institution, most senior lecturers do engage in both research and 

teaching, but I still perceive that there is a division between those who mainly teach and those 

who support their research by also doing teaching, with research being considered slightly more 

prestigious or rewarding.  

However, I was equally surprised, but a little less pleasantly so, at the absence of a structured 

community around teaching at the department. Generally, my impression is that teaching is 

approached as an individual task. Typically, from what I could gather, there is one instructor 

per course, with perhaps one or several TA’s depending on the size of the class or whether or 

not there are discussion sections which require a larger class to be broken up into smaller 

groups. Thus, teaching is generally not done in teams (“lärarlag”). On the upside, you really do 

get to know students better when you stay with them for the full term, as opposed to when you 

teach only part of a course. But on the downside, there is no redundancy or sharing happening 

among teachers. Furthermore, there were no regular meetings for discussing program-related 

issues (“programråd”). Similarly, there were no colloquiums or pedagogical seminar series 

within the department (although there are dedicated centers outside the department) where 



teachers could engage with each other and share tips and ideas. My impression is that this lack 

of a structured community around teaching creates teachers who are working in silos where one 

could easily get a little isolated. Especially when combined with post-pandemic patterns of 

office use, where faculty are generally only in office on teaching days. However, I must also 

say that, at least to me as a visitor, other faculty were very approachable, and very free in sharing 

their time to discuss matters related to teaching. 

In terms of what activities actually take place in the classroom I do not perceive any large 
differences between the College of Liberal Arts and my home institution. Larger classes are 

taught using lectures, and smaller, more advanced classes are taught mostly as seminars or 

discussions. In general, student- or learner-centered teaching is hailed as the gold standard 

(although in practice perhaps practiced to various degrees by faculty who are sometimes short 

on time or already have a tried and tested system for how to run things). But in general, I do 

perceive that a high value is put on getting students to demonstrate active engagement with the 

courses they read, with part of the grading policy often being formulated so that student 

engagement during class will affect the final grade. And teachers generally work hard with 

either Socratic questions or other techniques such as smaller group discussions to promote 

student engagement during class time. Regarding reading expectations, I got the impression 

that there are high expectations that students should do readings before class (and a lot of them 

do live up to these expectations!), but I also spoke to several lecturers who bemoaned that you 

could not really expect students to read anything these days, and that students tended to take 

the path of least resistance if you did not build in different controls into your lectures. Which 

brings me to reflect on how grades are generally composed. 

Generally, I perceive UT grading policies to be more complex but also slightly more transparent 

than what I am used to. Another way to put it is that grading is a little more mechanical and less 

holistic. Something that I really reflected on about the approach at UT—and which I perceive 

to be a more general feature of the American higher education system—is how course grades 

are broken down on a multitude of home assignments, participation requirements, and various 

forms of projects and examinations. A typical grade might be 20-30% various home 

assignments, 10-20% attendance and participation, 20-30% projects or active participation in 

discussions, and 30-40% midterm and or final examinations. While I initially reacted to the 

widespread and frequent use of multiple-choice exams, especially for larger classes, I quite 

quickly came around to the fact that there were so many more elements going into the grade 

than the standardized tests. Overall, I perceive this to be a fair tradeoff.  

A major upside to the UT grading policies is that students are able to track their performance 

throughout the course and adjust their performance to meet grade expectations. However, this 

also means that elements that might, at my home institution, instead have been considered as 

learning experience here becomes part of the students overall grade, with little ability to make 
up for any initial lost points even if the student may actually develop their understanding of the 

subject throughout the semester. Within the UT system you can of course make some initial 

exercises not count toward the final grade (and some instructors do precisely that), and you can 

also make later elements of the course weighted to impact the final grade more than the earlier 

elements. Nevertheless, I must say that I view it as a particular strength of my home institution 



that we usually treat the course as mostly being a learning experience (rather than a series of 

trials), with knowledge and skills being tested more toward the end of the course. 

To some extent I believe the above method of having grades composed of a multitude of various 

assignments throughout the semester reflects the more widespread American culture around 

GPA. As I perceive it, pupils and students are fostered from an early age into a fairly 

transactional culture, where each effort, small or large, is rewarded with points toward a final 

grade. This means that lectures and workshops that are not scored might end up as lectures 
unattended and workshops underutilized as learning opportunities. I came to this realization the 

hard way by not having mandatory attendance on lectures. The first few classes were really 

packed. But as students kept emailing me with various excuses for absence, I decided to make 

a course-wide announcement regarding the attendance policy; explaining that students did not 

have to show valid cause for missing a class. However, after this announcement attendance then 

quickly dropped to about 50% (where it stayed consistently throughout the course). However, 

all students still did their weekly assignments (for which they were scored), and everyone 

showed up for the midterm exam.  

At first, I was shocked that students who were paying a large annual tuition would skip class. 

By comparison, the Swedish higher education system is tax funded and free of charge, with 

small monthly stipends awarded to enrolled students; meaning that students who do not show 

up in class are neither wasting their own nor family out-of-pocket money (although they are 

still wasting tax money…!). Still, I  am used to having an 80-90% attendance rate without any 

enforced attendance policy. However, I had a very illuminating talk with some teachers engaged 

with the Global Virtual Exchange program, who opened my eyes to the fact that I might simply 

have signaled to the students that lectures were not necessary to score a good final grade—

simply because I had not awarded attendance with points! In the “currency” that American 

students are used to, I basically informed them that lectures are for the interested only, rather 

than being a necessary preparation for course examination. I was even told about course 

evaluations where students who had never shown up to lectures (!) in their own words claimed 

to have learned little and thus scored the instructor (!!) poorly for failing to enforce attendance.  

Another reflection that pertain grades is that I am not wholly convinced of the benefits of such 

a wide-ranged grade scale as A to F (using plus and minus), as I think it might provide students 

with the wrong (transactional) motivation for engaging with knowledge. Thus. in general, I 

think that a pass/fail scale, or the commonly utilized scale of “fail/pass/pass with distinction”, 

is more than adequate in most cases. I also perceive that keeping with a slightly more holistic 

grading practice (such as for example not necessarily weighing each component of the grade in 

advance) does have its advantages in terms of giving some flexibility to evaluate the whole 

work of the student. The downside to such a holistic approach is of course that it is lacking in 

transparency concerning the grading process, which is instead a point of excellence with respect 
to the American system.  

Nevertheless, I do see how introducing a little bit of transactional thinking might be utilized to 

provide incentives to strengthen for example the development of good study habits among 

students. Thus, in most of my teaching I have now opted to introduce elements where students 



may be awarded bonus points (to count toward a later exam) for such small tasks as providing 

me with handwritten copies of notes written during class or made in preparation for discussion 

sections. I have also raised this as a points of discussion at a collegial meeting with the advisory 

board for the sociology program at my home institution, and my experiment with this practice 

has stirred some interest and is now being followed closely. 

Resources 

I must say I was amazed at the resources available to teachers at the University of Texas at 
Austin. For a course that is roughly the equivalent of 7.5 credits within the Swedish system, a 

teacher generally gets 3 hours of lectures or discussions plus 3 hours of office hours with 

students, per week for fifteen weeks (not counting breaks and finals). Meaning I will see my 

students in class roughly 30 times plus office hours. Even considering that I generally make use 

of slightly longer lectures at my home institution, we receive less hours in total for such a course 

(generally around 120-150 hours for everything from planning, booking lecture halls, prepping 

and delivering lectures and workshops, meeting with students, constructing and grading 

examinations and doing general admin stuff). 

There are also a lot of centers, such as the Center for Teaching and Learning, that offer standard 

pedagogical courses as well a lot of helpful tips and the ability to gain feedback on course 

design or new ideas for a course or elements of a course. There are also various helpdesks (with 

very fast response time!) and recurring weekly opportunities to troubleshoot issues you might 

have with, for example, the online learning platform Canvas. Basically, for every element where 

you might get stuck, there is generally a centralized service to help you get unstuck and back 

on track. 

A resource that that I made frequent use of and that I found to be absolutely great is the Lectures 

Online tool, which works like this: in the building where I did all my teaching (Patton Hall) 

each lecture hall is equipped with technology for automated recording of lectures (voice and 

slides, not video). All the instructor has to do is to opt-in by registering their section/class in an 

online system, and after that the recordings begin and end automatically at the start of each 

lecture. The recorded lectures are then automatically uploaded into Canvas, where access may 

be either available to all students or restricted to some students with approved accommodation. 

The lectures may also be saved and used for other purposes, such as, for example, giving the 

course asynchronously at a later time. However, while personally I think this is a great service, 

I noticed that it was not very much used by the students. 

While I struggled to find any kind of planning device resembling an “årshjul” to give me clues 

about deadlines and what to administrative tasks to do when, everything was actually running 

really smoothly with structured email remainders (with instructions and links!) for everything 

that was common to all faculty (such as when and how to upload the course syllabi into the 

system; when and how to create final exams; when and how to report grades etc.), and emails 
going out for things that were internal to the department (such as when to plan for next year’s 

teaching). However, as a first-timer I would really have liked a compiled schedule of the various 

deadlines and actions required for the duration of term. As it turned out, I was a little early in 

“worrying” about some of these elements. Meaning I ended up spending unnecessary time and 



energy trying to figure out what and when and how to do things that was later sent out as a neat 

email. So, the emails, the routines, instructions and resources were great. But not knowing what 

to expect was a little bit like the fog of war.  

Structure and big picture 

One of the most obvious differences compared to a Swedish higher education institution is that 

courses run in parallel over a full semester. This means that students take several (usually four) 

courses at the same time. As an instructor, I thoroughly enjoyed having the same students taking 
the same subject over the whole semester. I think this is a much better approach for building 

student-teacher relationships, and I also think that it is superior when it comes to learning. 

Simply because students get to have a prolonged period of time where they can absorb and 

internalize new information.  

However, the obvious downside with the American system is that the students are so free in 

how they pick their courses that each student in my classroom is basically walking around with 

their own individual schedule. This creates an enormous challenge for anyone who would like 

to understand each students total workload, or coordinate with their other instructors. When you 

have a class of close to 90 students, like I did, coordinating anything is all but impossible. 

Furthermore, as students are free to pick courses as they want to, I can have students of quite 

varying academic backgrounds in terms of both their level of experience as well as the content 

of that experience. In my class there were students who had read a term at the university, and 

students who were very close to finishing their major. Some were well versed in sociology and 

criminology. Others took the course to complement another trajectory. Most took the course 

because it was a degree requirement. Of course, this creates a great challenge in designing and 

teaching a course that accommodates all of these various backgrounds, making the course 

inclusive to fairly new or uninitiated  students while challenging enough for 

sociology/criminology students closer to finishing their degree.  

Another downside that I perceive in relation to the less structured student experience at the 

College of Liberal Arts (and the American system more generally) is that it creates challenges 

for thinking about student progression. True enough, you have some more control over this 

when designing a major. But students only spend around 25% of their university education 

within that major, and they are free to pick the points toward the major at almost any time during 

their four years of studies. At my home institution, I am used to having more control through 

being able to construct courses so that the content and skills in one course build on the content 

and skills taught in a previous course. I know courses will be taken in a specified order. I can 

also manage the total workload for the students in a much more straightforward way (if they 

are accepted to a 30 credit course running for the duration of the semester). 

Obviously, the different student experiences becomes a difference of breadth (the American 

experience, where interdisciplinary studies is often promoted and sometimes required) versus 
depth (where Swedish students spend half their time within their major, and often in a much 

more controlled environment with less individual choices). I also believe that there is a tradeoff 

between, on the one hand, being able to engage with your own topics of interest and having this 

great flexibility but, on the other hand, also getting the inevitable stress of constantly having to 



choose and design your education (a challenge most Swedish program students do not face). 

Another difference is that Swedish students move as cohorts through the educational system, 

which generally means that they will have opportunity to form a more close-knit student group. 

However, the American university experience is usually more immersive, with a lot of 

campuses being like small cities where students live together and thus are able to provide each 

other with more support outside of class.  

Ultimately, I perceive that there might be benefits to combining the American system of running 
courses in parallel, with the more structured Swedish approach. One could potentially reap the 

benefits of prolonged exposure to ideas promoted in a course, while retaining more control over 

which courses are in fact read in parallel. This could be achieve through, for example, giving 

the different modules (usually four) that together make up a Swedish 30-credit course (which 

thus runs 100% for a full term) in parallel, rather than in succession (which is more typical). 
This would allow greater control over student progression and workload, while also allowing 

more time for students to digest and internalize the concepts of each course module. It would 

also make communication between teachers concerning the student experience much easier. Of 

course, some modules do require clear progression in terms of giving foundational skills or 

knowledge which are utilized and built on at a later stage, and are thus not apt for such a format. 

Nevertheless, I think that running course modules in parallel is currently underutilized, and it 

is an area where I have already begun discussing how we may restructure some parts of the 

criminology courses currently in the curriculum at my home institution.  

Course design 

Another thing that made an impression on me during my stay was how courses and syllabi are 

designed. At my home institution the course syllabus, including the forms of examination, are 

designed and decided long in advance. Often more than a year ahead of the course. And 

changing the syllabus is a long process that includes drafting suggestions to a committee, a 

peer-review process, and a formal decision. If the changes are too grand, a new course has to 

be created, which is an even more complicated matter. On the other hand, at my home institution 
I am normally quite free to plan my own teaching and to teach using whatever formats I think 

are best to further the established learning outcomes.  

At the College of Liberal Arts, the instructor instead has great flexibility in designing the course 

syllabus, to include whatever learning outcomes one wishes to have, as well as choose the 

appropriate forms of examination and design the grading policy. What was not very flexible in 

my case was the requirement pertaining to format. The course had to be given as lectures ONLY, 

as the course was established as a 3-hour per week lecture course. In summation: flexible syllabi 

and examinations; inflexible format for teaching. 

Here I again think that a hybrid version might be attractive. I find that the flexibility concerning 

construction of syllabi at UT is conducive to experimenting with more various forms of 

examinations and grade breakdowns, which I think is a great way to accommodate different 

types of learners in the class, while also allowing teachers to respond to new developments 

(either within the field of study or society at large) and make late changes to the course, as well 

as integrate their own research, without having to go through a very long process. However, I 



do still appreciate that there is cohesive planning of courses at the departmental level, which is 

the case at my own institution. The obvious hybrid solution then—actually already a standard 

practice at my home institution—is to formulate the syllabus and learning outcomes in a generic 

and less specific manner, allowing for class reading and teaching (but not examination) to alter 

between versions of the same course, without necessarily having to go through the motion of 

updating the syllabus each time. However, this obviously makes it less clear to students 

applying to the course exactly what the course will be about. Nevertheless, if only the selection 
of assignments could be more flexible, I think this could foster more creativity and 

experimentation, as instructors could try out new and more varied forms of examination without 

committing to sticking with them in the future or having to go through the process of updating 

the syllabus to get rid of elements that in hindsight did not work out too well. In other words, it 

would promote not only sticking with your tried and tested methods of teaching.  

 

Recommendations to future Stintonians 

I visited the University of Texas at Austin during a politically turbulent time. In January the 

president of the university, Jay Hartzell, with connections to the liberal opposition party, stepped 

down, and during the Fall the newly appointed president Jim Davies, with connections to the 

ruling conservative party, took office with the promise to restore public trust in higher 

education. Various news outlets reported that the University of Texas was under considerable 

pressure from the conservative political leadership in the state over alleged “liberal bias”, with 

state leadership having previously passed legislature that banned diversity in hiring, as well as 

threatened to end tenure over UT Austin teaching critical race theory. Moreover, during the fall, 

the vice provost for the past 27 years was let go from his job over what the Texas governor told 

the press was “ideological differences”, adding in a quote on social media that “Texas is 

targeting professors who are more focused on pushing leftist ideologies rather than preparing 

students to lead our nation”. Importantly, during the fall, a new state law was enacted that 

diminished the size, influence and independence of the faculty senates at public universities. 

While I felt no pressure from the departmental management regarding the content of my course, 

even considering that it was a course on the somewhat sensitive topic of criminal justice (which 

in an American context unavoidably also touches the issue of race), I did speak to several faculty 

members at the university who privately expressed concern that students might record my 

lectures and warned me that I had to be careful in how I expressed myself. I learned that 

incidents at other universities had resulted in professors being fired, for example for teaching 

on the subject of gender identity. I already recorded the lectures and made them available via 

online learning platform Canvas, and my classroom had a carefully cultivated respectful tone 

suitable for discussing sensitive topics. But the sentiment was not lost on me.  

Tensions were also palpable during the Fall Term with the deadly shooting of a far-right debater 
at Utah Valley University, with the shooter coming from a conservative home but allegedly 

having voiced pro-transgender messages in relation to the murder. For example, I had students 

asking me in class about research on online rhetoric related to shootings. This incident 

furthermore made me reflect on whether or not to include a YouTube video on the American 



criminal justice system, that I had previously used in my teaching in Sweden and which I 

intended to use as an inspiration to students in conjunction with their final assignment. The 

reason for my hesitation being that the content creator was a transwoman (although this was 

wholly unrelated to the topic of the video). In the end, I did reference the video as intended, but 

even the hesitation was a new experience for me.  

Another thing that was quite special was the situation concerning immigration. UT has a lot of 

international students, especially from Latin America, and there were regular updates on 
immigration policy changes posted to international scholars and students (although study VISA 

are technically non-immigrant in status). As course instructors we received information that we 

would likely have students in our classrooms going through a hard time, as their future, or the 

future of family and friends, in the United States became increasingly uncertain. During my 

stay there was also a full review of issued VISAs. And as I am writing this report a new law has 

been enacted subjecting any who crosses the U.S. border to searches of their social media 

accounts. The U.S. has also stopped the VISA process entirely for 75 countries, but not Sweden.  

 

Fig X. Constant immigraƟon policy updates. 



In summation, the unfolding situation concerning 

academic freedom, increasing uncertainty around 

VISA to the U.S., and increasing targeting of non-

citizens within the U.S., many of whom will likely 

be in your classroom, is something to consider for 

future visiting professors. Especially at a public 

university located in a state where state legislature 
is quite hands on concerning how the university is 

run. However, I do believe that this situation also 

points toward the continued and increasing 

importance of international academic exchange. 

And UT Austin is still one of the worlds leading 

research universities, with an impressive offer 

regardless of your academic orientation! 

I would advise any future Stintonian or visitors to 

UT, and to the Department of Sociology 

specifically, to be active in involving themselves in 

different departmental or university-wide activities 

and to be proactive in reaching out directly to 

individuals who share overlapping interests or a passion for teaching. My international officer, 

Holly Schnieder, was an excellent academic matchmaker, and provided me with ample 

opportunities to engage with other teachers outside of the department. But generally, the visit 

is what YOU make it to be. If you are passive no one will really come looking for you. While 

if you are active there are just so many opportunities; engaged faculty, excellent centers, 

interesting seminars, conferences and other weekly happenings going on, ensuring your 

experience will be very rewarding—as it was for me! 

Lastly, I want to express that I was seriously impressed by the students at UT, and especially 

their level of engagement in class. Therefore, my most important tip is to engage as much as 

possible with students. Teaching really is a two-way street, and I learned so much from the 

students in my class! Interacting with them made this experience unforgettable. 

Fig X. In front of the statue of Dr. MarƟn Luther King, 
just outside the RLP-building.  



 

Fig X. Excerpts of student feedback on the course at end of semester.  
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