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Improving collaboration skills in public school teams 

Linking professional capital and facilitation  

Abstract  

In 2013 the Danish government decided to expand task, focus and work condition for teachers in 

Danish schools. Among others this meant that teachers and pedagogical staff have to work together 

in teams to ensure a long list of tasks: Practical, didactical, pedagogical and social task. 

Beforehand teachers were more autonomous and the list of tasks was limited compared to today. A 

common method to take care of the task is by team organizing. However, the team spent time to 

deal with a variety of practical tasks with the consequence that challenging pedagogical tasks such 

as social inclusion of pupils with special needs is often not on the agenda. Limitation of time and a 

lot of other tasks are understandable reasons and moreover, practical tasks are always emergency 

tasks with narrow deadlines. Teachers and pedagogical staff find themselves challenged according 

to organizing team meetings and focus on non-practical problems.  

The project ‘Public schools in change – collaboration as a resource’ has the purpose to strengthen 

professional capital in public schools, and as a part of this to strengthen collaboration within 

teams. Professional capital is a concept emphasising the importance of mutual interaction between 

social capital, human capital and decision capital in the development of high-quality educational 

organizations. The intervention is organized as a course consisting of four workshop sessions 

among 15-20 team coordinators from one school or school unit. The research group provide insight 

and methods to increase the team’s ability to manage tasks and to cooperate.  

In this paper we concentrate on the approach of linking development of professional capital to 

development of team competence. We discuss the appropriateness of the methods used to fulfil the 

purpose and our tentative evaluation of the usefulness of our approach to link team competence and 

professional capital based on observations of team meetings.  
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1. Introduction 

In 2013 the Danish government decided to expand task, focus and work condition for teachers in 

Danish schools (Bjørnholdt & Krassel 2016, The Local (2014). Among others this meant that 

teachers and pedagogical staff have to work together in teams to ensure a long list of tasks: 

Practical, didactical, pedagogical and social task. Beforehand teachers were more autonomous and 

the list of tasks was limited compared to today. A common method to take care of the task is by 

team organizing. However, the team spent time to deal with a variety of practical tasks with the 

consequence that challenging pedagogical tasks such as social inclusion of pupils with special needs 

is often not on the agenda (Bjørnsrud &Nielsen 2019). Limitation of time and a lot of other tasks 

are understandable reasons and moreover, practical tasks are always emergency tasks with narrow 

deadlines. Teachers and pedagogical staff find themselves challenged according to organizing team 

meetings and focus on non-practical problems (Nielsen 2012). 

The project ‘Public schools in change – collaboration as a resource’ has the purpose to strengthen 

professional capital in public schools, and at the same time to strengthen collaboration within 

teams. Professional capital is a concept emphasising the importance of mutual interaction between 

social capital, human capital and decision capital in the development of high-quality educational 

organizations. The team-intervention was organized as a course concerning facilitation theory and 

methods consisting of four workshop sessions among 15-20 team coordinators from one school or 

school unit.  



The team-intervention was implemented in four groups of facilitators from three main schools and 

four sub-units of schools between fall 2018 and spring 2019.  

In this paper we concentrate on the approach of linking development of professional capital to 

development of team competence. We discuss the appropriateness of the methods used to fulfil the 

purpose and our tentative evaluation of the usefulness of our approach to link team competence and 

professional capital based on observations of team meetings.  

2. Two theoretical lines  

In this section we introduce the theoretical foundation of the project: Professional capital and 

facilitation as well as our development of these frameworks into an integrated model. The interplay 

between those two theoretical approaches support each other and furthermore, they point to 

somewhat different perspectives on colaboration of reaching and defining common task.  

2.a. Professional capital 

 

The concept of professional capital describes the total sum of three different resources in a 

workplace: 

• The quality of relations and cooperation around the core task, called social capital 

• Employees' skills, competences, experiences and qualifications, called human capital 

• Employees' ability to make competent decisions in complex situations called decision capital 

 

The concept originates from the educational sector in US (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012), and within 

the last years there has been an increasing interest in the development of professional capital in 

Danish elementary schools and colleges. 

 

The framework suggest that a well-functioning professional workplace is dependent on the 

interplay between 1) the social capital; the degree of trust, justice and shared goals and quality 

standards characterizing the collaboration around the core task 2) the human resources; 

competences and skills among the staff and 3) the decision capital. Each of the resources will 

mutually support the development of each other, and all three parts are needed in order to deliver 

high quality professional work.  

 



Hargreaves and Fullan illustrate professional capital through three legs representing each of the 

three dimensions, which together span a shared field. Kan Evas tegning med boblerne sættes ind her 

som illustration? Thereby illustrating that it is not enough just to have one of the legs to stand on, 

you need them all together, to get a solid foundation with a shared field under the organization. A 

selective focus on the human capital among the individual employees may not secure the ability to 

collaborate or the shared benefit of the human capital. A selective focus of the social capital may 

not secure a high level of professional skills and competences. And without ability to make 

professional decisions in a real life complex and unpredictable situation, neither human nor social 

capital can flourish.  

 

The concept of professional capital adds an important dimension to the concepts of social capital 

and human capital, namely decision capital. It is about the ability of the professionals to make 

decisions in complex situations. To what extent do employees in the workplace individually and 

collectively have competencies, reflexive judgment, insight and ability to improvise on a 

professional basis in unpredictable situations? To what extent is there transparency and openness to 

feedback in the workplace? Do you learn from the mistakes? And is there a desire to do the job 

better? (Kristensen, 2015). 

 

In theory, decision capital can be created by and developed through professional learning 

communities, (See e.g. Vescio et al. 2008) that are based on: Common vision and values, focus on 

student learning, reflective dialogues, deprivatisation of practices and cooperation. Two 

prerequisites can be considered particularly crucial for the establishment of professional learning 

communities. Firstly, the establishment of structures in which the learning communities can be 

unfolded, and secondly, that participants have the knowledge and methods to handle both the 

simple and the complex decisions that they need to agree on. 

 

2.b Facilitating of teams in a complexity perspective 

 

The next line of theory is drawn from the common assumptions in the field of facilitating. 

Facilitating theory in essence concentrate on processes, enabling participants to contribute to shared 

knowledge, meaning and understanding of a certain task/problem. Furthermore, to take part in 

decision-making of how to act and perform on a certain issue/problem. This definition is aligned 



with a common understanding of teamwork as “achieved when members interact interdependently a 

work together towards shared and valued goals” (Salas et.al pp.3 2012).  

 

Facilitating build on a democratic participation approach and differ from traditional, hierarchical 

management approaches (Lewin 1999).  In practice this imply that participants are able and willing 

to really participate and on the other hand, that the management really delegate decisions and 

responsibilities to the teams. In traditional management, meetings are managed by a manager who 

also hold the decision power and bear the responsibilities for decision taken. In opposite, facilitating 

or meeting the role of the facilitator is not to take decisions – but to enabling participants to take 

proper decisions based on proper knowledge and understanding.  

 

Facilitation is not one fixed theory, but an umbrella of concepts and tools. (Schwarz et.al 2005) In 

the following we addresses those concepts we include as central in the understanding of facilitation.  

 

Autopoiesis & multiverse. Individuals interpret reality according to his or her personal experiences 

(Maturana 2002). Even though we think we understand the same by the same words the idea of 

autopoiesis/multiverse point out that more effort is needed to ensure a high degree of shared 

meaning. This is important when we rely on each other in daily practice, e.g. attitude to pupils 

learning and behavior (Ravn 2011; Hernes 2012). 

 

Sensemaking: Sensemaking is a social, retrospective activity according to Weick (1996). It is a 

social process because it is in the confrontation (meeting) with the “interruption” of your taken-for-

granted that happen in the social interaction that make an opportunity to make up your mind. It is a 

retrospective process because you make sense with accordance to your already-existing 

experience/understanding. Either you confirm your understanding or you have to review if your 

understanding still holds true, or if you need to change your mind.  

 

Value creating: A team’s purpose is to create value for the organization by using the team’s skills. It 

is embedded in the mindset of facilitation that value creating is the purpose but it is also seen as a 

fact that value creating only is possible if the members activate their skills, knowledges and 

experience. (Schwarz et.al 2005). As such facilitating build on the assumption that team members 



hold valuable contributions for the organizations and furthermore; that the team is the unit who are 

most appropriate to perform/conduct a certain task.  

 

Mutual trust and social recognition: A precondition for some of the tasks of a team is the ability to 

be creative in the sense of finding solutions to complex problems and also to deal with vulnerable 

situations.  The social environment in a team must encourage members to setting one’s ideas, 

feelings and knowledge into play and to take the risk of failing by displaying vulnerability and 

doubt. (Jagd and Fuglsang 2016; Leana and Pil, 2006). Trust among members and a culture of 

social recognition is needed to ensure the team’s ability to explore complex situations and tasks.  

 

Complexity: By complexity we draw on Stacey (2012) and Snowden and Boone (2007) 

understandings. If a problem is “simple” it is easy to manage and we don't have to put effort into an 

analysis of cause and effect, because it is obvious. It the car cannot drive and it is out of gasoline, 

cause and effect are simple and do not need a further reflexing. On the other hand, complex 

problems call for analysis of possible causes and possible effect even though these cannot be 

concluded definitive. Questions like: How do we support pupils having social or psychological 

problems? Or how do we ensure a high level of learning for every pupil? How do we manage 

troubles among pupils in the schoolyard? What do we really want to put effort into the classrooms? 

These are questions without a definitive conclusion and one have to make up his mind and judge 

which approach’ are most appropriate.  

 

Taken together, facilitation try to take the logic of social interplay into account, by making 

processes that support shared sensemaking and ensure a common understanding of a certain 

problem. The importance of this point is due to the fact that decisions often fail to be realized or are 

realized in a not-intended way. By ensuring shared meaning and common understanding it is more 

likely that the decisions taken are realistic and are seen as important. Facilitation support the teams 

managing complex problems by processes that calls for exploring several, possible causes of a 

given problems and also to asses possible solutions.  

 

At a theoretical level facilitating build on sociological and organizational-psychological 

assumptions on corroboration in teams and as such are oriented towards qualifying teams’ ability to 



collaborate to manage complex problems and to make agreements among members of both complex 

and simple problems. It is not oriented toward a specific field of work.  

 

3. Linking professional capital and facilitation of teams in a complexity perspective  

The framework of professional capital stresses the importance of professional quality, common 

goals and common understanding of the core task within workplaces in the educational sector. What 

is e.g. high quality in learning, teaching and development of social skills? What should the 

workplace aim at? And how can practice be improved in order to pursue this goal?  The concept 

contributes to keep focus on the content, the what. 

 

This focus on the core task of the organization imply that the framework of professional capital 

focus on the answer to the question ‘Why is this on the agenda of the workplace?’, ‘Why is it 

relevant in order to obtain a high-quality solution of the core task?’. The mindset of facilitation 

emphasizes the answer to the question ‘How do we deal with it to get the most out of it?’ (see figure 

1).  

 

The facilitation mindset supports the creation of a good decision-making structure – how good 

decisions can be taken within an organization. A good decision is a decision that is on the one hand 

well-lit and on the other hand resting on a common opinion /perception. Not necessarily a common 

agreement. 

 

The idea behind the project was that the two frameworks would supplement each other in order to 

support the teachers in making use of the opportunities for influence on the shared tasks and 

decisions in the schools. We assumed that the teachers had different experiences in taking up that 

space together. For example, experiences of how to address frustrations in the organization. Do you 

as employee go directly to the management with the frustrations and wait for their solutions? Or do 

you devise solutions with which to go to the management? 

 

According to Hargraves and Fullan (2012) professional capital is developed through norms and 

conditions at work deliberately fostering a reflective practice. They emphasize that mindfulness 

must be cultivated. A reflective practice comprehends reflection in action as well as reflections on 



actions. That is, the capability to evaluate and make reflections over practice while you are 

practicing and the capability to reflect over practice after you have practiced.   

 

By a training course in facilitation skills for team coordinators we tried to improve the capacity of 

the teams to make good decisions based on a reflective practice. 

 

Professional capital can be seen both as a pre-requisite for the development of facilitation skills, and 

as a product of good facilitation of shared decision processes. On the one hand a certain level of 

human and social capital (competences, experiences and mutual trust and justice) are resources 

necessary to draw on in facilitation processes. On the other hand, may good facilitation contribute 

to the development of good decisions regarding the mutual collaboration, and thereby increase the 

professional capital as well as the quality of the work.  

 
Figure 1: Illustrate the assumed mutual associations between professional capital (social-, human- 

and decision capital) (the why), facilitation (the how) and the quality of the core task (the what). 

Authors compilation.  

 

4. The training program  

 

With the aim to strengthen team competences in teams for teachers in schools we provided a 

training program. Teams are a common model for organizing the collaboration in schools, and after 

a major legislative reform in 2013 a lot of new task and responsibilities for teachers arose. This 

revitalized the need for strong teams. It is up to the local communities (municipalities and schools) 

to organize how to carry out the tasks and the role, responsibilities and tasks for each unit is more or 
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less clarified. Some schools seem to have a high degree of clarity with regard to the tasks and 

obligations for the teams, in other schools the organization seems to be more chaotic. Some schools 

are used to work in teams with a dedicated facilitator to run the team. On other schools the 

collaboration in teams is more arbitrary and without a dedicated facilitator. Conditions and practices 

differ among schools, but a need to support teamwork is common.  

 

In the project we provided a training program for four groups of team facilitators (already or 

potential facilitators). From one municipality (A), two main schools participated in the program, 

each with one group of team facilitators. From the other municipality (B) one main school 

participated with two groups of team facilitators. Each group consisted of 15-20 facilitators 

representing one or more teams. In total approx. 60 facilitators participated in the program. The 

program was organized as a course consisting of four workshop sessions, each of 4 hours duration. 

The research group provided insight, methods and tools to increase the team’s ability to manage 

tasks and to cooperate. Each workshop focused at a certain theme. Methodologically we use 

blended learning in a variation of lecturing, discussions, dialogues and practicing. In the period 

between the workshops we observed team meeting in order to find out whether and how the new 

facilitator-skills were used. The evaluation and analysis of data is still in work of progress.  

 

A lot of methods and tools are suggested by several practioners and researchers (Schwarz et.al 

2005). Some tools are meant to provide a structure for the team meeting, others to facilitate 

sensemaking and others are decision-tools. We chose four thematic perspectives, briefly presented 

below:  

 

• Workshop 1) Building up a structure for team meetings. Focus on agenda setting, 

sensemaking and involvement of team members. Focus on the teams’ core function in 

agenda setting.  

 

• Workshop 2) Methods to discuss important tasks from a multi perspective view and to take 

deliberate decisions. Focus on complex task and exploring pros and cons of several 

solutions. Focus on setting human capital into play in terms of using skills, experiences and 

judgement.  

 



• Workshop 3) Using the team members experiences and divergent point of views as a 

resource rather than a problem. Focus on productive use of diversity as a way to manage 

conflicts. Focus on social capital in terms of feeling of justice and mutual trust.  

 

• Workshop 4) Using action plans to make sure that decisions are followed up by action. 

Focus on methods to ensure changemaking in order to follow agreements and decisions in 

daily practice. Focus on decision capital, in terms of agreements and following up by action.  

 

We observed the use of tools to facilitation in several team meetings and offered sparring 

afterwards with the facilitator. Furthermore, before, mid-term and after the program we followed up 

by meetings with representatives and managers.  

 

5. Tentative empirical findings 

Analysis of data is still in progress, but some tentative findings are relevant for the assessment of 

the value of fitting theory of professional capital and of facilitating together. Before this assessment 

we present some tentative findings:  

The significance of the context surrounding teams: It was obvious that the schools from 

municipality A and B respectively, differed in important ways. The two main schools in 

municipality A were both characterized by clear structures for their organization of teams, while the 

two school-units in municipality B did not have a clear organization structure for its teams. In 

municipality A all teams were associated with a facilitator knowing the role and functions of the 

team. In fact, quite opposite in municipality B. The main schools in A had scheduled meetings, 

while the two school-units in B had to negotiate time to team meeting. The borders between 

different teams were more clearly defined in A and in B. To sum up, the school-units in 

municipality B suffered from lack of structure in the organization of role, responsibilities and 

scheduling while the schools in A profited from a viable structure. We acknowledge this as 

conditions creating a lot of confusion at the school units in municipality B: Who were the relevant 

participants in the program? A lot of discussion took place concerning “who are responsible for our 

teams?” and “what can we decide?”. In both of the schools in municipality A, they had responsible 

facilitators from the beginning and felt relatively certain of their responsibility.  



As a consequence, the school-units in B were not mature to benefit from the learning in full scale. 

On the other hand, they did learn and had fruitful discussions. Participant were capable to set 

experiences into play. But it was arbitrary if they made the transfer from the workshops to team 

practice. Some did, others didn’t. The learning was more systematic and rational in school A than 

school B and we conclude according to this observation: Structure and organizing of the schools 

overall organizing and clarifying the teams specific core function is a precondition for meaningful 

teamwork.  A clear overall structure for the organization of the teams as well as clearly with regard 

to the core function, roles and schedule for team meetings is a precondition for getting the full 

benefit of the program.  

Did the intervention strengthen the team’s ability to focus on the core function task, as stated as a 

central point of view in theory of professional capital?  

Even though participants didn’t show a high attention to lecturing in the theory of professional 

capital, they did pay attention to the theory and methods to concrete facilitation. The need and 

motivation for learning was to understand dynamics in teamwork and to gain tools to support these 

dynamics. Methods to establish meeting structure (workshop 1) seems to provide facilitators with 

very useful tools to concentrate on the core function of the team because they learned to be selective 

and precise in the agenda setting. Agenda setting included WHAT to discuss and WHY the 

discussion is of relevance for the team. Methods to motivate explorative, multi perspectives on 

complex issues (workshop 2) provided a structuring method to set experiences and skills into use. 

Especially, the value of discussing a certain issue instead of take “the first-the-best” decision 

seemed to be fruitful in so far more possible solutions were illuminated. Focus om diversity and 

conflicts (workshop 3) provided insight into important aspect of team dynamics: different point of 

view is not negative and should not be avoided.  Contrary, it is a source of knowledge and 

experiences. We used Glasl’ Conflict Staircase (Glasl 2009) to illustrate the necessity to manage 

conflicts according to content, not as individual fights against each other. Encouragement to 

become critical-constructive to each other seemed to provide a relief among participants allowing 

them to disagree and hold different points of view in a legitimate way. We do not know, yet, if they 

actually used this mindset in practice, but at the workshops it seemed to be perceived as an indeed 

relevant perspective on teamwork. The last workshop (4) concerning decision-making also seemed 

to be fruitful for the participants and it was a common experience that discussions often are 

followed by conclusions and furthermore, that even when common decisions are taken, they often 



fail to be followed up. Creating frustrations for everyone. We suggested facilitators to act very 

rational after a decision was taken. The effort was to operationalize decisions into “long-term” and 

“short-term” goals and a plan for following up and adjust. A proper decision depends on a proper 

explorative discussion (as addressed in workshop 2) in a social environment encouraging 

participants to disagree and discuss different points of view (as addressed in workshop 3). To add 

on, such a discussion needs to be focused a structured (as addressed in workshop 1). 

As mentioned, is the school-units in municipality B were characterized by lack of organization and 

clarification of roles and conditions. Our tentative evaluation points out that under these 

circumstances it becomes random if the facilitators set knowledge from the workshops into use. 

Both schools in municipality A, on the other hand, evaluated the provided knowledge as 

transferable to teamwork in a more systematic way. An observation, however, was that all schools 

seemed to focus on practical matters rather than on complex issues like: dilemmas among 

socializations and learning in classroom; social inclusion of challenged pupils; didactic methods to 

increase learning etc. Following Kozolowski and Bell (2007) they concentrated on procedural 

knowledge and skill rather than on adaptive knowledge and skill. We are convinced that the 

teachers indeed are motivated and dedicated to manage complicated issues relevant for the quality 

of their core function, but more effort are needed to encourage and support teams to do so. This 

project gave some skills and insight but a need for further focus on teamwork in schools are needed.   

Discussion of pros and cons of linking the theoretical concepts While facilitating is meant as 

methods to ensure value creating in organizational teamwork in general, professional capital point 

explicit to focus on the quality of the core task and is especially developed within an educational 

context. The core task for a school is, in our opinion, characterized by the interplay between 

socialization and learning. Teaching and pedagogic-didadatic skills are core qualifications. The 

theory of professional capital is pointing to the advantage of understanding skills as both individual 

(human capital) and collective (social capital) and also pointing to need for collaboration between 

relevant actors in order to develop relevant knowledge and take proper decisions (decision capital). 

The theory of professional capital is providing a strong argument for having attention on the quality 

of the core task of schools and also the skills necessary to maintain and develop this quality. 

However, the question of “how” is not developed or addressed. The question of “why” is the most 

well-developed aspect of this line of theory.  



Facilitation is meant as methods to ensure an involving, participating social work environment 

within the team, not especially towards schools, but in general in organizational teamwork. In 

theory, it is not important if the teams core function is e.g. engineering or teaching, but delegated 

responsibility and decision-competence is necessary. Focus is on “how to facilitate value creating 

processes” and the question of “why” is embedded in the body of knowledge of facilitating but not 

very explicit.  

 

The pros of linking these two theoretical lines together is obvious because they to a high degree 

draw on same theoretical foundation (involvement, participation, influence and collaboration in a 

work setting with complex problems and uncertainties) but at different levels. Moreover, the former 

pay attention to “why” while the latter pay attention to “how”, as illustrated in figure 1.  

 

Both at a theoretical and at a practical level, we think it s meaningful to combine the understanding 

of what, how and why into a comprehensive understanding of the field of teamwork in a school 

context.  
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