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Abstract

Background: This paper describes the experiences of a group of academics in a metropolitan university
who were invited to collaborate in the co-construction of a postgraduate nursing subject. The principles
of practice development and person-centred practice informed our ways of working. This reflection
was undertaken by unpacking shared assumptions, using Mezirow’s transformative model of critical
reflection.

Aim: The aim of this reflection was to share the experiences of an academic team in collaboratively
designing face-to-face learning opportunities for a masters of nursing subject and to invite others to
consider this valuable way of working.

Conclusions: Three conclusions were realised within the reflection. First, meaningful connections
can be established in the virtual space through the development of authentic relationships. Second,
working collaboratively and feeling valued for our contributions can lead to a meaningful investment
in time preparing to facilitate learning. And last, having the courage to create a safe space where
vulnerability, creativity and flourishing could occur can enhance the facilitation experience and the
connection with the students.

Implications for practice:

e This reflection demonstrated collaborative design can effectively occur in the virtual world,
although more researchis required to enhance the limited literature covering virtual connections
in teams

e Having explored the impact of facilitation in a team, a future challenge is how students could be
authentically engaged in the collaborative design process of resources
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Background

A group of five academic staff, a mixture of sessional and permanent, collaborated to review and co-
construct learning and teaching resources for a postgraduate nursing subject in a masters of nursing
programme in a metropolitan university in New South Wales, Australia. The subject explores care
and compassion through a person-centred lens, and invites students to gain an understanding of
their roles in developing and sustaining healthful workplace cultures. This was an opportunity to co-
construct postgraduate workshops that support active learning opportunities (Dewing, 2010) enabling
students to use their own experiences, introduce critical creativity and engage in critical dialogue
to fully explore and consider the constructs in the subject. It challenged us, both as individuals and
as a collective, to develop our understanding and skills as facilitators of learning. This journey was
transformative and supported our own flourishing, and we would like to encourage others to consider
this as a valuable way of working in a truly collaborative team.

The co-construction processes resonate well with participatory practice development principles,
where collaboration, inclusion and participation are crucial to ensure all stakeholders are heard
(Manley et al., 2013). In the review process, the students provided feedback on the course content
and what they would find most beneficial in workshops to support their learning; their thoughts
were incorporated into the revised programme. We hoped by participating in this process we would
influence the development of a person-centred learning culture and enhance student engagement
(O’Donnell et al., 2017) and interaction during a series of three educational workshops.

As part of our own learning we have critically reflected on the collaborative design experience and
have been guided in our meaning making by Mezirow’s critical reflection (1997, p 222). We undertook
a process of shared reflection where we authentically challenged each other to identify and unpack
our assumptions on this new way of working together. We use the word ‘authentic’ as we felt we
had developed relationships where we could communicate our thoughts openly and honestly, and
we were also open to reflecting on different viewpoints. We were surprised that some of our existing
frames of reference required redefining as part of this process. Mezirow considers that adults have
‘....a coherent body of experience — associations, concepts, values, feelings, conditioned responses
— frames of reference that define their life world’ (1997, p 5). In critically reflecting and challenging
our own assumptions and frames of reference we have been enabled to change our pre-conceptions
of the experience of working collaboratively in this process. We would like to share our learning by
unpacking the assumptions that follow.

Reflection on assumptions

On reflection, the team agreed that our first assumption was the belief that we would take a passive
rather than active role in contributing to each stage of the teaching process, from planning, developing
to implementing, as had been our previous experience. Initially, we felt the subject coordinator (MM)
would be responsible for decision making on course content, delivery and approach and would
naturally assume a leadership and managerial role. Plowman et al. (2007) suggest that traditional
leadership models situate power and influence within the individual and success within the leader’s
capacity to plan, predict and direct behaviour. In the 1930s, Lewin proposed autocratic leadership was
the most powerful and influential, with democratic leadership being less authoritative (Billig, 2014).
Our assumptions about autocratic leadership style were challenged; what we experienced was quite
different and far exceeded the expectations of even a democratic leader.

Initially the subject coordinator facilitated two exercises: values clarification and ways of working.
These engaged each team member equally in establishing roles, expectations and boundaries. A
creative representation of these shaped our decision making, collaboration and contributions to the
process, and also supported our ability to be authentic in our interactions, informed by respect and
care for each other (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Creative representation of values and ways of working
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Collaborative leadership of this kind is described by Burns and Mooney (2018) as transcollegial and
focuses primarily on the use of collaborative processes to enhance relationships between group
members, and to ensure the contributions of all team members are equally valued so power and
influence can be mobilised depending on needs beyond the individual. In this instance the facilitated
foundational processes supported the successful collaboration that occurred.

Manley and McCormack (2003) highlight the importance of transformational facilitation as an
effective strategy to ensure collaboration, inclusiveness and participation in change processes. We
believe that having a subject coordinator who actively facilitated group practices in a transformational
way challenged our assumptions of leadership, power and influence, and enabled the emergence of
shared ownership, risk taking and creativity. Team members felt respected and held in high regard, and
this motivated them to contribute openly and enthusiastically.

Seligman (2011) suggests that flourishing is experienced when attention is paid to positive emotions,
engagement, relationships, meaning and achievement (PERMA). Collaborative processes focused our
efforts toward PERMA and resulted in team members experiencing our joint working as productive
and empowering. This is captured by the team’s summary of our experience:

‘Being an active member helped with doing the doing’ and ‘There was a perception that we
encouraged each other to flourish’.

Our second assumption was that virtual connection would be difficult. We all assumed connection
between the team members would be difficult because of the physical distance between us and as
a result of the various virtual platforms we used to communicate (we worked across two different
university campuses). All communication and meetings were held via various virtual means — Zoom,
Skype, WebEx and email — as well as telephone. As a virtual team, we each quietly anticipated that it
would be difficult to connect meaningfully and emotionally without face-to-face encounters. White
(2014) suggests that emotionally participating in virtual meetings is difficult and we also perceived
there would be a virtual and emotional ‘wall’ between the members; we weren’t expecting meaningful
connection within this team.
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However, we discovered a deep sense of emotional connection and unity as a facilitation team. When
we first met in the virtual space we were intentionally asked to share a bit about ourselves, our values
and what we were bringing to the team. The intentional space and dialogue enabled us to establish
foundations for our connections, based on shared values. We were able to identify individual strengths
in team members and use them for tasks and ideas on an ongoing basis. The collaborative and values-
based approach meant leadership and responsibility for the subject was shared. Trust was quickly
established and everyone’s contribution was valued, which added to the feeling of connection within
the team. We reflected regularly on the workshops delivered and shared feedback. So in contrast to
White’s suggestion (2014), emotional participation in a virtual team wasn’t difficult after the intentional
space was created to enable safety and sharing.

Establishing the psychological safety among team members allowed us openly to share information
and discuss challenges within our created safe space each time we joined together. By sharing our
values with each other we were able to establish ways of working that felt authentic and honest,
meaning our subsequent connections with each other had the same attributes. Han et al. (2017)
support establishing a space of psychological safety and shared leadership for a virtual team, and go
further, saying it facilitates team creativity.

We found that ‘socio-emotional’ aspects of relationships — so important in terms of establishing
productivity and creativity within teams — can be achieved in a virtual space (Han et al., 2017). We
met regularly on various virtual meeting platforms, and never experienced the anticipated invisible
emotional wall. We found ourselves to be well connected members of a virtual team. We discovered
the key components of our connection were psychological safety, trust, shared values and shared
leadership (White, 2014; Han et al., 2017). Our strong connections filled us with the courage to connect
with students. Our biggest learning was that the emotional team connection actually came easier than
expected, despite its virtual nature.

Our final assumption was that there would be uncertainty about the commitment required and
what investment in time would be needed. The very premise of Mezirow’s (1994, page 224) theory
of transformational learning is the ‘disconcerting dilemma’. When asked to facilitate the workshops
we envisaged the content requirements would be delivered to us, prepared diligently by the subject
coordinator, and we would facilitate the workshops based on previous knowledge and experience of
the subject content. Our co-creative space was an intriguing innovation, but how would it fit with our
expectations of academia and our established way of working?

Challenging our own orientation of feelings of uncertainty turned out to be an amazing opportunity.
Dialogue among the team allowed us to participate and share without feelings of vulnerability. The
opportunity to combine multiple views within the shared context opened each of us up to learning,
and contributed to self and team flourishing (Dewing and McCormack, 2017). Increased avenues for
communication embedded our trust of each other and the process further.

We were concerned the collaborative process would infringe on our time but it reduced the need for
individual preparation and was an efficient use of our preparation time. Our thoughts and feelings
of what should be part of the workshops garnered immediate feedback in team discussions. This
allowed building of comfort and confidence in the subject matter, as well as greater understanding of
the meaning of the content through this process of communication and sharing. Issues or concerns
regarding the workshops could be aired openly and the discussions benefited from the diverse
experience in the team.

Meetings were organised at intervals to enable time between for reflection on the discussions and the
opportunity to consider others’ input and strengths, and the reasons behind certain decisions on the
content.
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Team discussions allowed innovation to shine and increased the facilitative responsiveness throughout
the workshops. Each follow-up feedback session with the team also empowered us to improve and be
reflexive for future workshops. Ultimately, the collaborative process provided us with the confidence
to follow content and maintain consistency in the workshops but also the ability to adapt quickly and
flexibly to meet student needs.

Implications for practice

How to include postgraduate students in the design of learning and teaching resources

As a facilitation team we have highlighted that time was a challenge within the process of collaborative
design and this is also true for postgraduate students, who often have other family and work
commitments. The next stage of this work would involve enabling the students to authentically become
part of the process for designing future teaching and learning resources.

Having the courage to show vulnerability and to share with others in order to co-construct curriculum
Brown (2012) in Daring Greatly challenged people to consider that living wholeheartedly requires
us to have the courage to be vulnerable. She proposes that extraordinary things happen when you
have the courage to show your vulnerability; in order to co-develop curriculum we all had to show
our vulnerabilities and consider our strengths and limitations. In doing so, we feel we were able to
allow each others’ strengths to shine, and our contributions were innovative and authentic. Courage
was required for the subject coordinator to open their learning resources to review and critique, and
for the other facilitators of learning to put their ideas forward and challenge the existing materials.
Overall, we feel the courage to have voice and contribute wholeheartedly provides the platform for
developing quality teaching and learning resources.

Begin with a clarification of values and beliefs and then ensure you remain true to them

The process of co-development of teaching and learning resources began with a clarification of the
facilitation team’s values and beliefs. Knowing who we were and what we believed in set up our
processes with a shared understanding, provided clarity for our intentions and built trust in the
facilitation team. For us this was congruent with the person-centred approach to teaching espoused
by the school we work in, and with our own personal beliefs about ways of working (O’Donnell et al.,
2017). Implicit in a person-centred approach to learning and teaching is that the people who will deliver
the materials have the ability to inform the development of the teaching and learning resources. As a
facilitation team it was important that we found the right balance of flexibility and structure to have
consistency in learning across three different groups in two geographical locations, while enabling the
facilitators to be innovative and responsive to the different groups of students. Having clear values
from the outset and including all facilitators in the co-design of the resources provided a platform for
consistency and innovation, enabling a person-centred approach tailored to each group and at times
the individual’s needs.

Conclusion

Overall this reflective process has provided the team the opportunity to consider our individual and
shared learning and growth as facilitators of learning. We recognise the flourishing that has come
from our collaborative experience and the value this has contributed to the overall experience for us
as facilitators and for the students. Our next challenge is to consider how we can authentically include
students in the process of co-design. We realise that we hold assumptions for this similar to those
we had for ourselves, but we hope these assumptions will be challenged as ours have been in this
collaborative, empowering process.



© The Authors 2019 International Practice Development Journal 9 (1) [11]
fons.org/library/journal-ipdj-home

References

Billig, M. (2014) Kurt Lewin’s leadership studies and his legacy to social psychology: is there
nothing as practical as a good theory? Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour. Vol. 45.
No. 4. pp 440-460. https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.1207.

Brown, B. (2012) Daring Greatly: How the Courage to be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We
Live, Love, Parent, and Lead. London: Penguin.

Burns, D. and Mooney, D. (2018) Transcollegial leadership: a new paradigm for leadership.
International Journal of Educational Management. Vol. 32. No. 1. pp 57-70. https://doi.
org/10.1108/1JEM-05-2016-0114.

Dewing, J. (2010) Moments of movement: active learning and practice development. Nurse
Education in Practice. Vol. 10. No. 1. pp 22-26. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2009.02.010.
Dewing, J. and McCormack, B. (2017) Creating flourishing workplaces. Chp.10 in McCormack,
B. and McCance, T. (Eds.) (2017) Person-centred Practice in Nursing and Healthcare: Theory

and Practice. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell. pp 150-161.

Han, S., Chae, C., Macko, P., Park, W. and Beyeralein, M. (2017) How virtual team leaders cope
with creativity challenges. European Journal of Training and Development. Vol. 41. No. 3.
pp 261-276. https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-10-2016-0073.

Manley, K. and McCormack, B. (2003) Practice development: purpose, methodology,
facilitation and evaluation. Nursing in Critical Care. Vol. 8. No.1. pp. 22-29. https://doi.
org/10.1046/j.1478-5153.2003.00003.x.

Manley. K., Titchen, A. and McCormack, B. (2013) What is practice development and what
are the starting points? Chp 3 in McCormack, B., Manley, K. and Titchen. A. (Eds.) (2013)
Practice Development in Nursing and Healthcare. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell. pp 45-65.

Mezirow, J. (1994) Understanding transformation theory. Adult Education Quarterly. Vol. 44.
No. 4. pp 222-233. https://doi.org/10.1177/074171369404400403.

Mezirow, J. (1997) Transformative learning: theory to practice. New Directions for Adult and
Continuing Education Vol. 1997. No. 74. pp 5-12. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ace.7401.

O’Donnell, D., Cook, N. and Black, P. (2017) Person-centred nursing education. Chp 7 in
McCormack, B. and McCance, T. (Eds.) (2017) Person-centred Practice in Nursing and
Healthcare: Theory and Practice. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell. pp 99-117.

Plowman, D., Solansky, S., Beck, T., Baker, L., Kulkarni, M. and Travis, D. (2007) The role of
leadership in emergent, self-organization. The Leadership Quarterly. Vol. 18. No. 4. pp 341-
356.

Seligman, M. (2011) Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Wellbeing.
New York: Atria Books.

White, M. (2014) The management of virtual teams and virtual meetings. Business Information
Review. Vol. 3. No. 2. pp 111-117. https://doi.org/10.1177/0266382114540979.

Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge the wisdom of the students in the post graduate subject for their
participation and commitment to compassionate care in nursing.

Helen Pratt (PhD candidate, MHLM, BHSci Nursing, RN), Lecturer, University of Wollongong, Bega,
Australia.

Maria Mackay (PhD candidate, MSc, Paed Certificate, RM, RN), Director of Clinical Learning / Senior
Lecturer, University of Wollongong, Batemans Bay, Australia.

Claudia Green (MScCoachPsych, BSc Psychology, DipAppSci Nursing), Sessional Academic, University
of Wollongong, Wollongong, Australia.

Gay Woodhouse (MCN, CM, RN), Sessional Academic, University of Wollongong, Wollongong, Australia.
Kelly Marriott-Statham (PhD candidate, RN), Lecturer, University of Wollongong, Wollongong,
Australia.


https://doi.org/10.1111/jtsb.12074
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-05-2016-0114
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-05-2016-0114
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2009.02.010
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-10-2016-0073
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1478-5153.2003.00003.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1478-5153.2003.00003.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/074171369404400403
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ace.7401
https://doi.org/10.1177/0266382114540979

