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Abstract Teacher team involvement is considered a key factor in achieving sustainable innova-
tion in higher education. This requires engaging in team learning behaviors that should result in
new knowledge and solutions. However, university teachers are not used to discussing their work
practices with one another and tend to neglect any innovation in their tasks. Team leadership
behavior is often considered essential for stimulating team learning behavior, but it is unclear how
this transpires. Therefore, the present study explores university teacher team members’ percep-
tions of team learning behavior, their assigned task, and leadership behaviors in their team.
Interviews were conducted with 16 members of different teacher teams at a university of applied
sciences. Findings included that the vast majority of the team learning behaviors only involved
sharing ideas; engaging in constructive conflicts and co-constructions was not observed. Only a
few teams combined all three team learning behaviors. In these teams, members observed that
existing methods and solutions were no longer adequate, with leaders appearing to combine
transformational and transactional behaviors, but operating from a distance without actively
interfering in the process. Furthermore, these team members shared leadership behaviors while
focusing on the team as a whole, instead of solving problems at individual level. This strongly
indicates that task perception and specific vertical and shared team leadership behaviors play a
role in stimulating teachers in seeking controversy and co-constructing new knowledge.
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Introduction

The consequences of continuous technological improvements, increasing accountability, and
changes inworking life require new responses from higher education. Newmodes in the delivery
of education, pedagogy, and teaching are often called for (e.g., Barber et al. 2013; Fullan and
Scott 2009; Kezar 2011). However, acknowledging the importance of change does not automat-
ically result in successful innovations. University teacher’s involvement appears to be a key
factor for sustainable educational change (e.g., Emo 2015; Van Driel et al. 1997), and connecting
these professionals has been identified as one of the basic requirements for complex change
processes to achieve innovation (e.g., Kotter 2012).

In this regard, it has been suggested that encouraging university teachers to work on an
innovative task together does play a crucial role in achieving educational change. Innovative tasks
are defined here as highly novel, complex, and low-structured (DeDreu andWeingart 2003; Devine
2002; Hoegl et al. 2003). Fullan (2010) suggests that working together on an innovative task
potentially offers university teachers the opportunity of combining multiple inputs in identifying the
need for innovation, developing ownership, and designing, implementing, and evaluating solutions.
Roxå and Mårtensson (2015) argue that collaboration between university teachers takes place in
various forms and that collaborative forms of innovation are mainly characterized by a shared
responsibility for educational development. However, Vangrieken et al. (2015) question the extent to
which collaborating university teachers in fact share and follow up on this responsibility. Cox (2004)
observed that university teacher’s work tradition is largely solitary, with high levels of individual
autonomy. This work tradition also exists in secondary education, with Brouwer et al. (2012) finding
that when teachers collaborate, their interdependency is seldom task-related, leading to a low shared
outcome responsibility and accountability. Yet, research outside the educational domain also
provides ample evidence that teams of professionals that are interdependent and share responsibility
can be very successful in tackling innovative tasks (e.g., Lee et al. 2010; Zaccaro et al. 2008).

Such teams are not groups of individual professionals who are loosely coupled for reasons such
as simply working in the same department or sharing an interest (Katzenbach and Smith 1993). In
contrast, a team is “a collection of individuals who are interdependent in their tasks, who share
responsibility for outcomes, who see themselves andwho are seen by others as an intact social entity
embedded in one or more larger social systems” (Cohen & Bailey, 1997, p. 241). This task
interdependency and shared responsibility distinguishes teams from other forms of collaboration
(Katzenbach and Smith 1993). This study uses a team perspective to investigate teacher collabora-
tion for innovation in higher education, first, because teams appear to be very effective for achieving
innovation (Zaccaro et al. 2008). Second, Roxå and Mårtensson (2015) reasoned that collaborative
forms for innovation in higher education are mainly characterized by sharing a responsibility for
educational development. A team approach is in line with that reasoning, because in such an
approach, teachers formally share responsibility and task interdependency exists. Third, studies on
teacher collaboration are hardly ever conducted in higher education (Kezar 2014; Vangrieken et al.
2015), while overall, there are few studies on effective conditions and outcomes of teacher
collaboration for educational innovation (Little 2006; Vescio et al. 2008). Therefore, this study
builds on studies performed in organizational and educational contexts (e.g., Crow and Pounder
2000). When describing the context, higher education literature takes precedence, although studies
conducted in secondary educationwere also usedwhere the formerwas lacking, since the setting has
similar features (e.g., Kezar 2014), such as the tradition of professionals working solitarily and
autonomously (Brouwer et al. 2012; Cox 2004; VanWaes et al. 2015) and the tendency of teachers
to avoid change (Furco and Moely 2012; Van Eekelen et al. 2006).
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Research shows that effective teams with an innovative task can adapt to new situations and
develop new knowledge together through engaging in team learning behaviors, which in turn
explains their success (Lee et al. 2010; Srivastava et al. 2006). Decuyper et al. (2010) define such
behaviors in terms of three essential learning behaviors: sharing, constructive conflict, and co-
construction. Team members who demonstrate all three learning behaviors can build new
knowledge, solve complex problems, and develop innovative solutions collectively (Paavola
et al. 2004; Van den Bossche et al. 2006). Team effectiveness depends on these team learning
behaviors and also encompasses interpersonal factors (Edmondson 1999). In this regard, team
psychological safety and team efficacy appear to be conditional for team learning behaviors
(Edmondson 1999; Gully et al. 2002).

Despite evidence that a team approach can be successful for innovation in different contexts,
simply bringing together university teachers in teams with an innovative task may not be enough
(e.g., Fullan and Scott 2009). University teachers’ team learning behavior needs to be encouraged
for a number of reasons. Firstly, Cox (2004) showed that university teachers operate in a long
tradition of solitariness and are not used to sharing and discussing their practices together. It appears
that they need to feel safe in a social sense before they engage in such collaborative learning
behaviors (Roxå and Mårtensson 2009; Van Waes et al., 2015). Secondly, establishing teams for
innovative purposes does not automatically mean that the team members will acknowledge the
innovative features of their team task. This is reflected in the review of Timperley et al. (2007),
which showed that collaborating secondary school teachers tend to seek support for the status quo
and marginalized or even ignored new ideas. This adherence to routine might be also present in
higher educational contexts, which could hinder university teacher’s need to engage in team learning
behaviors. Furco and Moely (2012) showed that university teachers need support from their faculty
in taking the perceived risk of sharing practices and co-constructing newmethods. Therefore, several
authors claim that the readiness of university teacher teams to become engaged in collaborative
learning depends heavily on how this is encouraged and facilitated by team leadership (Furco and
Moely 2012; Kezar 2005; Roxå and Mårtensson 2009).

Many studies across a wide variety of settings have shown that team leadership behavior
plays an important role in fueling team learning behavior (Bucic et al. 2010; Burke et al. 2006;
Harris 2011). For example, Lee et al. (2010) found that leaders who inspired and encouraged
team members in developing new ideas and trying different approaches supported team
learning behaviors in innovative IT teams. Additionally, Bryman (2007) and Van Ameijde
et al. (2009) showed that sharing such leadership behaviors can motivate university teachers
facing innovative tasks collaboratively, because it provides a sense of team ownership (e.g.,
Carson et al. 2007; Pearce et al. 2008). However, most studies do not integrate multiple types
of leadership behaviors or are mainly focused on the leadership behaviors of a single vertical
leader (Avolio et al. 2009). Such research also predominately focuses on team performance as
an outcome and not on team learning (Burke et al. 2006; Nicolaides et al. 2014). Moreover,
research on the influence of team leadership on teacher team learning is lacking, because
empirical studies on stimulating collaborative teacher learning are limited (Little 2006; Vescio
et al. 2008) and mostly do not concern teams but collaboration forms with lower levels of task
interdependence and shared responsibility (Brouwer et al. 2012; Vangrieken et al. 2015). In
addition, these studies have mainly been conducted in primary and secondary education, and
rarely in higher education (Kezar 2011; Vangrieken et al. 2015). For these reasons, this study
aims to understand how university teacher teams established by the organization learn to deal
with their task together. This will be done by exploring the role of team members’ perceptions
of learning, their task, and the leadership behaviors in their team.

High Educ (2018) 75:191–207 193



Learning in teacher teams

Decuyper et al. (2010) identify three essential team learning behaviors: sharing, constructive conflict,
and co-construction. Sharing is defined as “the process of communicating knowledge, competen-
cies, opinions, or creative thoughts of onemember to other teammembers, whowere not previously
aware that these were present in the team” (Decuyper et al. 2010, p. 116). Constructive conflict is
viewed as “a conflict or an elaborated discussion that stems fromdiversity and open communication,
and leads to further communication and some kind of temporary agreement” (Decuyper et al. 2010,
p. 117). In a constructive conflict, differences are “negotiated by arguments and clarifications” (Van
den Bossche 2006, p. 91). Finally, co-construction refers to the process of developing shared
knowledge and building shared meaning “by refining, building on, or modifying an original offer
in someway” (Baker, 1994, in Van den Bossche et al. 2006, p. 495). According to Van den Bossche
(2006), “the outcome of this process is that ‘new’ meanings emerge in the collaborative work that
were not previously available to the team” (p. 91). All three team learning behaviors are deemed
relevant for developing innovative solutions collectively: sharing the available cognitive resources
and unique expertise, integrating different viewpoints, and collaboratively building new knowledge
(Lee et al. 2010; Paavola et al. 2004).

It is crucial not only to consider the cognitive aspect of team learning but also to include the
social process as well (Van den Bossche et al. 2006). Roxå andMårtensson (2009) showed that
university teachers needed to feel safe and to experience mutual trust to engage in collaborative
learning behavior, because performing such behaviors is risky and causes uncertainty. This
phenomenon has been studied extensively in primary and secondary education, where teachers’
traditional work climate is characterized by ignoring differences and pursuing support and
consensus, rather than questioning and seeking professional disagreements (Hargreaves 2001).
Kwakman (2003) showed that secondary school teachers preferred sharing views only and that
they perceived disagreements as threatening instead of viewing them as opportunities to
examine opposite views. Van Eekelen et al. (2006) also found that secondary school teachers
preferred a predictable, routine approach to work, and therefore tend to avoid risks. According
to them, this anxiety caused by change was due to low self-efficacy (Bandura 1997). Therefore,
in this paper, we argue that university teacher team learning should be studied as both a
cognitive and a social process (e.g., Roxå and Mårtensson 2009; Van den Bossche et al. 2006).

Across domains, psychological safety and team efficacy have been consistently identified
as important interpersonal factors for team learning (Decuyper et al. 2010; Gully et al. 2002).
Edmondson (1999) referred to team psychological safety as a “sense of confidence that the
team will not embarrass, reject or punish someone for speaking up” (p. 354) and added that
team members do not feel rejected when putting themselves at risk, for example, by seeking
feedback, admitting errors or asking for help. Team efficacy is defined as the collective
perceived ability to work together to achieve goals (Bandura 1997). Collins and Parker
(2010) showed that a strong belief in a team’s abilities leads to more ambitious goals, to the
development of strategies to achieve those goals, and to increased persistence in the face of
setbacks. Psychological safety and team efficacy might also lead to social support for
university teacher team members in taking risks and overcoming problems.

The role of task perception on team learning behavior

We argue that a team’s task is not an objective fact: it depends on its members’ perceptions of the
task, given their attitudes and work experience. Imants et al. (2013) showed that secondary school
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teachers’ perceptions of their collaborative task regarding educational change strongly influenced
their attitudes towards engaging in collaborative learning behaviors. Similarly, research in other
domains shows that recognizing task features, such as interdependency and innovativeness, can be
expected to support team learning behaviors (Hoegl et al. 2003; Van Eekelen et al. 2006). Task
interdependencymeans that “one perceives that one is linkedwith others in a way so that one cannot
succeed unless they do (and vice versa) and/or that onemust coordinate one’s efforts with the efforts
of others to complete a task” (Johnson and Johnson 2003, p. 173). When members see that their
effort is needed, they increase their contribution, which subsequently benefits team learning
(Johnson and Johnson 2003). Task innovativeness contains three elements: novelty, structure, and
complexity. Task novelty is the perceived amount of new or unknown task elements (Edmondson
et al. 2007; Hoegl et al. 2003). Task structure refers to the extent to which the task, methods, and
outcomes are observed as prescribed/given or open/unpredictable (Ellström 2001). Task complexity
involves recognizing the task’s difficulty and any absence of standard solutions (Cooke et al. 2001;
De Dreu and Weingart 2003).

In contrast to perceiving a task as repetitive or routine, innovative tasks are perceived as
highly novel, low-structured, and highly complex (De Dreu and Weingart 2003; Devine 2002;
Hoegl et al. 2003), which is argued to trigger team learning behaviors (Edmondson et al.
2003). Perceiving task novelty as high could stimulate team members to collectively develop
new solutions instead of adhering to the status quo (Hoegl et al. 2003). Observing low-
structured tasks implies that team members may feel the need to clarify their task, develop
new methods, and deal with ambiguous outcomes together (Devine 2002). If team members
perceive task complexity as high, this suggests they are more likely to collaborate in order to
solve their difficult and unstandardized problem (Cooke et al. 2001; De Dreu and Weingart
2003; Van der Haar et al. 2013).

Ellström (2001) explains the influence of task perception on team learning using two
learning levels: adaptive and developmental learning. If team members perceive their task as
routine, they are more likely to engage in “adaptive learning.” In that case, sharing is
considered to be enough for success (Paavola et al. 2004). In contrast, perceiving the task as
innovative means it is likely that “developmental learning” will occur (Ellström 2001) for
which constructive conflicts and co-constructions are necessary, in addition to sharing
(Paavola et al. 2004). Team members’ task perception is thus argued to play a role in
performing team learning behaviors (Hoegl et al. 2003; Imants et al. 2013). London (2014)
also argues that future research should focus on the role of team leadership behavior in
influencing team members’ task perception and, subsequently, their engagement in either
adaptive or developmental learning.

The role of team leadership behavior in supporting university teacher team learning

Team leadership is repeatedly identified as a critical factor in supporting team learning
behaviors (Burke et al. 2006; Harris 2011). Team leadership behaviors refer to the processes
of influencing and facilitating, that is, “influencing others to understand and agree about what
needs to be done and how it can be done effectively; (…) facilitating individual and collective
efforts to accomplish a shared objective” (Yukl, 2002, in Ensley et al. 2006, p. 220). This
definition includes two team leadership perspectives: style (i.e., transformational and transac-
tional) and source (i.e., vertical and shared). Bass and Avolio (1994) operationalized the
transformational leadership style as leaders who motivate members via behaviors such as
articulating a vision, setting high expectations, questioning the status quo, and supporting the
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individual needs. The transactional leadership style consists of behaviors that establish
agreements on the tasks, the necessary facilities, and the rewards for achieving them (Bass
and Avolio 1994). Transactional leaders also actively monitor team members’ performance
and take action when mistakes are made. When dealing with an innovative task, it is unlikely
that a single, vertical leader will have all the answers and will be able to perform both
leadership styles adequately (Day et al. 2004; Timperley et al. 2007). Therefore, a shared
team leadership approach is suggested, which Carson et al. (2007) described as team leader-
ship behaviors that stem from multiple sources: the team members themselves.

Thus far, there is no consensus on which style and source of leadership is most effective in
supporting team learning (Burke et al. 2006; Nicolaides et al. 2014; Zaccaro et al. 2008). On
the one hand, vertical transformational leadership behaviors appear to stimulate team learning
on innovative tasks. Moolenaar et al. (2010) found that such behaviors supported secondary
school teachers’ recognition of innovative task features and their sense of urgency and
willingness to collectively develop new knowledge. Furthermore, vertical transformational
leadership behaviors appear to support team learning via promoting team psychological safety
and team efficacy. Lee et al. (2010), for instance, showed that team leaders who advise and
provide new information build interpersonal safety and trust, which explained 69% of the team
knowledge sharing variance (e.g., Edmondson 1999; Srivastava et al. 2006). On the other
hand, Timperley et al. (2007) stressed that vertical transactional leadership behaviors are also
promising for structuring collaborative teacher learning in (secondary) education. Bucic et al.
(2010) and Mebane and Galassi (2003) demonstrated that both vertical transformational and
transactional leadership styles encouraged university teacher team learning by challenging
teachers to share and by structuring the task. The reviews of London (2014) and Nicolaides
et al. (2014) suggest that the most effective leadership style depends on the team’s situation,
such as the task features or perceived task features, but supporting evidence is limited.

To date, studies that include both leadership styles are scarce and mainly focus on a single,
vertical leader (Avolio et al. 2009). However, Van Ameijde et al. (2009) found that teams in higher
education benefit from shared leadership behaviors; specifically, this is the case if such behaviors
involve collectively building ownership and trust, decision-making, and monitoring performance.
Sharing these leadership behaviors and giving university teachers the space to perform them
provides themwith a degree of autonomy and influence, which canmotivate them to solve complex
problems collectively (Bryman 2007). Despite the promising influence of shared team leadership,
more evidence on how shared leadership behaviors fuel teacher team learning is necessary
(Nicolaides et al. 2014). Therefore, this study draws upon both vertical and shared leadership, by
considering that transformational and transactional leadership behaviors can both stem from a
vertical leader and be shared by the team members (e.g., Bryman 2007; Ensley et al. 2006).

Methodology

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore teacher team members’ perceptions of
team learning, tasks, and leadership.

Sample and setting

The study was conducted at a Dutch university of applied sciences offering bachelor’s degree
programs and professional post-graduate programs. This university uses a team approach to
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deal with complex problems. Team members from various domains (i.e., health care, technol-
ogy, social sciences, arts, and management) were included, allowing variety and transferability
to a broader context (Miles and Huberman 1994). They were purposefully selected (Patton
2002) based on the following four selection criteria (indicated by the faculty management and
verified by the interviewees).

1. The team matched the team definition of Cohen and Bailey (1997).
2. The team task required team learning behavior.
3. The minimum team age was 2 months.
4. The minimum team size was three members.

One teammember from each teamwas interviewed in order to provide variety in supporting our
explorative aim. In total, 16 teacher teammembers from 16 different teams participated (7women, 9
men). Participants’ university tenure ranged between 8 months and 29 years (M = 10.58 years,
SD= 9.30). Team assignments such as curriculum design, mentoring, and developing studymaterial
were represented. The team size ranged between 3 and 20 members (M = 8.06 members,
SD = 5.05). The team age varied from 8 months to 27 years, (M = 6.65 years, SD = 6.39).

Interview guideline

The interview guideline was based on the theoretical framework, containing a main question
and several subquestions per topic, which were open-ended, facilitating the explorative aim of
this study (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). The questions inventoried the current situation. In
development, feedback from three field experts was obtained and a pilot interview carried out.
The interview guideline was then finalized (see Table 1 for sample questions).

Procedure

Each interview lasted 1 h. Before the interview started, a brief introduction was given to the
procedure and the research topic, and permission was obtained to audiotape the interview. The
interviews were transcribed verbatim and all participants checked their interview transcript.

Coding process

Software program MAXQDAwas used to code the transcripts. The unit of analysis consisted
of a “multiple chunk” (Miles and Huberman 1994), which in this study was a meaningful
segment in the response of the interviewee represented by a sentence, a part of a sentence, or a
set of related sentences. For data analysis, Hsieh and Shannon’s (2005) directive content
analysis method was followed, and the process consisted of several rounds. Transcript coding
started deductively, based on the interview topics. Segments that could not be coded were
analyzed and were inductively assigned to a new code or subcode. Literature was consulted to
verify and deepen the operationalization of emerging codes. This coding process was repeated
several times and tracked in a codebook.

The reliability of identifying meaningful segments was tested in two rounds. First, a
member check in an independent research group was carried out to validate the identification
of meaningful segments. Second, following the suggestions of Miles and Huberman (1994, p.
64), the first author and another trained peer researcher independently identified meaningful
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segments of a randomly selected 10% of the data. A total of 68 segments were identified by
both researchers, of which an acceptable number of 40 segments (61%) were identical,
meaning the same text was selected. Differences were discussed, and the definition of a
meaningful segment was specified.

The transcripts were then coded and the codebook was audited several times in different research
groups and at two conferences to test the external validity (Denzin and Lincoln 2011; Miles and
Huberman 1994). Subsequently, a new independent second coder was trained, based on the
procedures suggested by Neuendorf (2002). A total of 25% of the randomly selected meaningful
segments per transcripts were coded independently. After each transcript, the reliability was
calculated and differences were discussed until consensus was reached and revisions were made.
The process resulted in an adequate intercoder reliability (Kappa = 0.70). Finally, the remaining
transcripts were coded and a summary of each transcript was made, which was sent to the
participants to check the internal validity (Denzin and Lincoln 2011; Miles and Huberman 1994).
Table 1 presents the codes used. Their definitions followed the theoretical framework.

After the coding process, each “task perception” subcode was inductively divided into three
levels (i.e., low, mid, and high). Table 2 provides the decision rules, illustrated by an example.
Three authors independently assigned each task perception segment to one of the three levels.
Differences were discussed until consensus was reached, and the decision rules were further
refined. An adequate Kappa of 0.72 was reached.

Data analysis

Analysis started with the team learning behavior codes. The perceptions of team learning behavior
appeared to vary between the interviewees, which was used as a starting point to categorize the data.
We tracked which of the three team learning behaviors were mentioned per team member. Three
categories emerged: (1) team members that only had segments on sharing; (2) team members with
segments on sharing and either constructive conflict or co-construction; and (3) teammembers with

Table 1 Codes used and example interview questions

Main code Subcode Example interview question

Team learning
behaviors

Sharing What kind of (learning) activities do you undertake?
Do you have discussions, how?Co-construction

Constructive conflict
Interpersonal learning

conditions
Team psychological safety What do you think of working in this team?

Do you feel comfortable?
Team efficacy Do you think this team is capable of achieving the

task successfully? Why?
Task perception Task interdependence Does your team have an assignment?

Could you tell me something about your team
task?

Task novelty
Task structure
Task complexity

Team leadership
behaviors

Vertical transformational
leadership behaviors

Is someone the leader in your team?
How would you describe his/her activities?

Vertical transactional leadership
behaviors

Shared transformational
leadership behaviors

Shared transactional leadership
behaviors
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segments on sharing, constructive conflict, and co-construction. These categories imply a continuum
that combines Paavola et al.’s (2004) and Ellström’s (2001) conceptualization of learning levels
discussed earlier: from sharing/adapting knowledge for routine to creating/developing knowledge
(constructive conflict and co-constructing) for innovation. Next, we analyzed how the team
members in each of the three established categories perceived their team’s psychological safety,
efficacy, task, and leadership behaviors, exploring how these perceptions varied within and between
the three categories. We then labeled the three categories in terms of three team types: coordinative,
adaptive, and integrative teams. These labels mirrored the main differences between the categories,
given the segments’ content within each category.

Results

Table 3 summarizes the main results categorized by the three team types.

Team learning behavior

The learning behaviors each team member mentioned (sharing, constructive conflict, and/or
co-construction) formed the basis for discerning the three team types. The coordinative team

Table 2 Decision rules for distinguishing the three levels in task perception

Task perception Low Mid High
The segments… The segments… The segments…

Task interdependence … state that the team
member does not need
the others to fulfill the
task.

… contain elements that
the team member is
more or less dependent
on the others to fulfill
the task.

… state that the team
member needs the
others to fulfill the
task.

Example segment for mid interdependency: “So it was helpful that we did that
together, but I think we could also have done that each on his own.” (T13Q4)

Task novelty … state that the task is
not novel.

… contain elements of
what makes the task
more or less novel.

… state that the task
is novel.

Example segment for mid novelty: “Innovative is not the right expression, neither
is routine approach. Every student has his own question, (…) and sometimes
questions are new, resulting in adaptive coaching.”(T8Q5)

Task structure … reveal that the task and
method are given but
are new. The results
are also new or open.

… reveal that the task and
method are given, but
the results are open.

… reveal that the task,
method, and results
are given.

Example segment for high structure: “We have the assignment to develop a course on
the spine; the content as well as the organization. We have received an outline from
the curriculum committee, and our task is just to further elaborate on that and turn it
into a nine-week course”. (T2Q2)

Task complexity … state that the task is
not complex.

… contain elements of
what makes the task
more or less complex.

… state that the task
is complex.

Example segment for high complexity: “The special thing is that you work with
students of different levels, with researchers, with workers from the field, with
lecturers. And that makes it very difficult, because everyone has their own rhythm,
their own interests, and their own responsibilities.” (T16Q3)
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type consisted of six team members who only mentioned sharing activities, such as sharing
opinions, thoughts, ideas, and experiences. Building upon each other or modifying each
other’s input did not occur. Their responses suggested that they coordinated their knowledge,
for example:

“Everyone shares loudly. In the beginning it was ill-structured. We’ve brainstormed.”
(T3Q20).

The adaptive team type consisted of five team members who reported sharing and either
constructive conflict or co-construction. Sharing, and sometimes building upon or modifying
each other’s input, was mentioned by the team members. Overall, it seemed that these team
members mainly sought consensus rather than differences and adapted their knowledge
collaboratively, stating, for example:

“Yes, there is discussion, in a sense that we talk about that, but I notice that we always
find our way through it.” (T5Q15)

The integrative team type consisted of five team members who mentioned a combination of
sharing, constructive conflict, and co-construction. Their segments reflected integrating differ-
ences, and analyzing or synthesizing the shared thoughts, resulting in some kind of temporary
agreement or an agreement to disagree. Their responses indicated that they integrated and
developed their knowledge, as reflected in this statement:

“Everyone shares their opinion. And there are different phases. In a brainstorming phase,
all opinions are widespread. After a brainstorming phase, you see that you are able to
take the important parts, and to shape that and to come to a shared decision.” (T11Q12)

In addition, there were no differences between the team members on their perceptions of team
psychological safety and team efficacy. The teammembers stated that they felt safe enough to speak
up (N = 15) and stressed that they were capable of achieving the team task together (N = 16).

Task perception

Overall, team members perceived high-level task interdependence (N = 14) and mid-level task
novelty (N = 11). What differed most between the team types were team members’ perceptions
of task structure and complexity. Within the coordinative team type, almost all team members
perceived a high-level structured task (N = 4), in contrast to only one within the integrative team
type. Just one team member within the coordinative team type perceived task complexity as
high-level, in contrast to more than half of the members within the integrative team type (N = 3).

Team leadership behaviors

Vertical, shared, transformational, and transactional leadership behaviors occurred in all team
types. However, in-depth content analysis of the coded segments exposed two main differ-
ences. Firstly, segments on vertical leadership indicated that leaders of coordinative teams
were more actively involved, whereas leaders of integrative teams were aware of team
processes but did not actively intervene. Secondly, segments on shared leadership implied
that leaders within the coordinative teams were more coordinative and individually focused,
whereas in integrative teams, the focus was on integration and content. Six key subcodes for
team leadership behavior (see Table 3) clarify these main differences.

High Educ (2018) 75:191–207 201



Vertical transformational leadership behaviors concerned (1) “considering individual needs
when dividing tasks.” Segments within the coordinative team type showed that these team
leaders were actively involved in the process and were highly individually focused (N = 3).
They ensured an equal division of tasks, took all input seriously, and showed that they were
committed to each team member:

“The team leader ensures that all tasks are equally divided, and that this happens
proportionately. It is someone who also somewhat monitors, like: ‘You shouldn’t do
everything, leave some for the others’.” (T1Q30)

Team leaders of the adaptive teams arranged an equal task division by taking each
member’s planning schedule and energy into account (N = 3). In contrast, team members of
the integrative team types mentioned that their leaders were aware of the team process and
individual needs but did not actively interfere in the process (N = 2).

(2) “Monitoring performance” was a key subcode for vertical transactional leadership
behaviors. Team members within the coordinative team type mentioned that their team leaders
monitored the agenda, asked for progress, and took a stand in discussions (N = 4). Further-
more, segments within adaptive teams indicated that these leaders confronted members on
following up team decisions (N = 2). Again, team leaders of integrative teams showed the
opposite: they monitored but did not actively intervene in the process or the content (N = 1):

“Being aware of what everyone does, without meddling in everything.” (T2Q31)

Shared transformational leadership behaviors differed as follows. (3) “Dealing with
different possibilities before decision-making” showed members within the coordinative
team type harmonized differences (N = 3); the adaptive team type discussed differences
(N = 3), and the integrative team type integrated differences to make a decision together
(N = 1). (4) “Considering individual needs when dividing tasks and dealing with
individual problems” showed that team members within the coordinative team type
managed task division by using their own organizational talents and solved individual
problems individually (N = 3). The segments within the adaptive team type indicated
tasks were divided based on member’s preferences, and they supported each other when
problems occurred (N = 3):

“I know that I’m not alone in this. When I say ‘I am too busy at the moment, I can’t
make it’, then I know I’ll get support.” (T5Q32)

In contrast, the team members within the integrative team type divided tasks based
on their own expertise and perceived individual problems as team problems (N = 3).
Additionally, they initiated process evaluations and collectively monitored the psycho-
logical safety.

Shared transactional leadership behaviors concerned two key subcodes. Analyses on (5)
“setting working agreements” showed that the team members within the coordinative
(N = 4) and adaptive team types (N = 1) mentioned that they focused on arranging
agreements on the meeting time and the agenda, whereas team members within the
integrative team types also explained they focused on setting working processes agree-
ments (N = 2):

“We consider the action points, and we say: “Who does what?’ Followed by: ‘In two
weeks this is done, and then we discuss that again in the group’.” (T2Q33)

202 High Educ (2018) 75:191–207



Finally, (6) “monitoring performance” also differed: interviewees within the coordinative
team type said that they checked if all team members did what they agreed upon (N = 4),
whereas the team members within the adaptive (N = 3) and integrative team types (N = 3) also
discussed the content at team level after the individual tasks were carried out:

“We divide the tasks, but after that we also discuss what we have done and if we’ve
succeeded. And we also ask: ‘Please check if this is in line with the intention’.” (T2Q34)

Conclusions and discussion

This study aims to understand how university teacher teams learn together to deal with
their task and therefore explores the role of team members’ perceptions of learning, their
task, and leadership behaviors in their team. This resulted in four main findings.

University teacher team learning appears to be present, but not in abundance

First, the learning behaviors each team member mentioned formed the basis for discerning
three team types: coordinative, adaptive, and integrative. The coordinative and adaptive team
types stopped after sharing, sought consensus, and either harmonized (coordinative team type)
or adapted (adaptive team type) existing knowledge and practices. In contrast, the integrative
team type engaged in constructive conflicts, integrated their differences, and co-constructed
new ideas or solutions. This finding aligns with Kwakman’s (2003) study among secondary
school teachers: the majority of our sample (69%) also preferred just sharing views. Roxå and
Mårtensson (2009) found that it is important for university teachers to feel safe in order to
openly discuss their existing practices. However, our data suggest that psychological safety
and team efficacy were perceived as high by all team types. This indicates that experiencing
high levels of psychological safety and team efficacy might not be enough to seek controversy
for building new knowledge and finding solutions together.

Observing that standard methods and solutions are inadequate

Second, our findings indicate that members, who perceived that standard methods and solutions
were inadequate to deal with the task, also mentioned constructive conflicts and co-constructions
in addition to sharing. Other authors suggest that recognizing such an innovative task feature
could form a basis for team members to move beyond sharing and challenge the status quo
collaboratively (De Dreu and Weingart 2003; Ellström 2001; Paavola et al. 2004). However, our
findings also suggest that university teachers do not necessarily recognize such features. Similarly,
Roxå andMårtensson (2009) showed that university teachers tend to shy away from controversial
ideas that may cause conflict. This might be all right for a routine task, but Paavola et al. (2004)
argued that creating innovative solutions requires more than just sharing.

Vertical team leadership behaviors from a distance

Third, teacher team learning behavior seemed to benefit from vertical transformational and vertical
transactional leadership behaviors. This finding aligns with Bucic et al. (2010) and Mebane and
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Galassi (2003) who found that both vertical leadership styles were related to university teacher team
learning. Our data further specify this by suggesting that leaders in integrative team typeswere aware
of the process but did not actively interfere. Similarly, Bryman (2007) concluded that effective
leaders in higher education empower teams and monitor from a distance.

Sharing integrative and content-focused leadership behaviors

Finally, our findings further elaborate earlier claims that shared leadership, in general, is suited
to teacher teams, by suggesting that instead of smoothing out differences and checking tasks
together, discussing and integrating differences and content at the team level might be
supportive for team learning. Moreover, regarding discussions and solving individual
problems, members within the integrative team type were focused on the team as a whole,
whereas the coordinative and adaptive team types tended to keep such activities on an
individual level. Similarly, Yukl (2009) argued that leadership behaviors that focus on
connecting team members stimulate team learning behaviors.

Limitations and recommendations for further research

The present study is explorative and small scale. Nevertheless, it offers rich, in-depth informa-
tion suggesting that university teacher team’s learning behaviors vary and that task perception
and different team leadership behaviors play a role in that regard. Future research is necessary to
establish how to further investigate the influence of team leadership’s focus on team learning,
beyond the traditional level of style and source. Specifically, our findings recommend devel-
oping further understanding of how team learning behavior in teams dealing with open tasks
with unconventional methods and outcomes are stimulated by leadership behaviors from a
distance and by sharing a focus on content and integration. These leadership behaviors were
also identified in integrative team types; perhaps integrative teams develop, accept, or foster
such behaviors. A longitudinal study could provide more understanding on how leadership can
influence coordinative teams into becoming adaptive or integrative.1 Our findings imply that
leadership plays a role in encouraging university teachers to leave their comfort zone to seek
controversy and challenge the status quo together in teams, as well as to subsequently co-
construct new knowledge and practices for sustaining higher education’s added value.
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