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Chapter 1

Introduction

Teacher teams in secondary vocational education and training (VET) colleges in the
Netherlands are responsible for the quality of their education. To maintain, or even
increase, the educational quality, they work on designing, redesigning and
implementing educational innovations. Developing these innovations is a complex task
that requires teachers to cooperate and engage in team learning. Through engagement
in team learning, teachers can achieve agreement on how to develop and implement an
innovation. This agreement is needed to formulate concrete actions that teacher teams
need to take in order to develop high-quality innovations. Team learning implies that
teachers need to share knowledge and information with each other, construct new
knowledge and information into collective knowledge and discuss opposing ideas.
However, engagement in team learning is not always self-evident in VET teacher teams,
as teachers tend to be preoccupied with individual teaching responsibilities and
because they need to get used to intensive collaboration with other teachers. The
expected benefits of engagement in team learning are however promising and it is
therefore considered relevant to examine how VET teachers can be stimulated to
engage in team learning,.

It is assumed that VET colleges can play an important role in stimulating
teachers’ engagement in team learning. This dissertation therefore examines to what
extent and how VET colleges can create a supportive organisational context that
stimulates teachers to engage in team learning, by focusing on three organisational
characteristics that have the potential to foster team learning: team-oriented human
resource management (HRM), team leaders’ leadership style, and the creation of
opportunities for distributed leadership.

In this introduction chapter, background information about Dutch VET is first
provided, and it is explained why teacher teams play a central role in VET colleges
(Section 1.1). Second, it is explained why engagement in team learning is not always
self-evident in teacher teams (Section 1.2). Third, the focus on a supportive
organisational context is explained in more detail and the central research question is
provided (Section 1.3). Fourth, the core concepts of this dissertation are explained in
more detail (Section 1.4). Fifth, the outline of this dissertation and the sub-research
questions for the upcoming chapters are provided (Section 1.5).

1.1 Setting the scene: teacher teams in Dutch VET

The research for this dissertation was conducted in secondary vocational education and
training, which is abbreviated throughout the dissertation as VET. In this section, the
position of VET in the Netherlands is described, followed by an elaboration on
competence-based education in VET and the central role of teacher teams in VET
colleges.
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1.1.1 VET in the Netherlands

In the Netherlands, students follow either pre-vocational education and training or
junior general education after completing primary education. Students who have
completed pre-vocational education and training can continue education in VET, and
those who have finished junior general education may choose either VET or senior
secondary general education (see Figure 1.1, in which VET is highlighted in grey) (De
Bruijn, Billett, & Onstenk, 2017).

Although Dutch VET is expected to deliver a triple qualification - for 1) work
and career, 2) citizenship and social participation, and 3) further learning and personal
growth - qualifying for a profession is its key target (De Bruijn et al,, 2017). Students
can choose between four main sectors, in which they specialise in a specific profession.
These sectors are: 1) health, welfare, culture and sport, 2) engineering and
construction, 3) environmental studies and food, and 4) economics, business, ICT and
hospitality (Association of VET Colleges, 2017). In each sector, one- to four-year
programmes are available at four qualification levels, with level 1 being the entrance
level and level 4 leading to both work and higher professional education (De Bruijn et
al, 2017). Depending on the sector they choose, students can work in various
professions after graduation, for example as a hairdresser, construction worker,
administrative assistant, host or hostess, mechanic or consultant.

Educational programmes are organised in 65 multidisciplinary VET colleges
(ROCs in Dutch), agricultural VET colleges (AOCs in Dutch), and specialised vocational
colleges across the Netherlands (Association of VET Colleges, 2017).

Higher professional education N Academic education
(HBO) (WO0)

Secondary Secondary

VET: Secondary vocational »a general general
education and training (MBO) education education

(HAVO) (VWO)

Pre-vocational education and P Junior general education

training (VMBO) (HAVO & VWO)
Primary education

Figure 1.1. The Dutch education system with Dutch abbreviations between brackets
(based on De Bruijn et al., 2017)
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Participants in VET are mainly aged 16-20 years, and a small number are
young working adults. Recent numbers show that 492,700 students attended a VET
college in the 2015-2016 school year (Association of VET Colleges, 2017). Although
student numbers have shown a downward trend for several years (CBS, 2017),40-50%
of all Dutch students still follow education in a VET college (Ministry of Education,
2017), making VET the second largest educational sector in the Netherlands after
primary education (De Bruijn et al., 2017). Such high student numbers are needed to
meet the large demand for VET graduates from the labour market; a demand that is
reflected in the 26% increase in VET-level vacancies between 2015 and 2016 (UWYV,
2017).

1.1.2 Competence-based education

A specific characteristic of Dutch VET is its connection with the labour market. VET
colleges and the labour market need each other to effectively enact vocational
education and to decide on the educational aims of programmes (De Bruijn etal., 2017).
As professions change due to changing society and innovations, VET colleges and the
labour market have the complex task of formulating professional competencies that are
relevant today but also in the future. To fulfil this task, educational programmes are
being designed or redesigned to increase alignment with the labour market. One way
in which the gap between educational programmes and the labour market has been
bridged is the implementation of competence-based education (CBE), which has been
mandatory since 2012 in the Netherlands. CBE strengthens the linkages between
educational programmes and labour market demands, so that students are better
prepared for their professions when they start work. This implies that professional
competencies that are needed in the labour market and realistic vocational problems
are at the core of newly developed or redesigned courses and curricula (Mulder, 2017;
Wesselink, de Jong, & Biemans, 2010). VET colleges are continuing to work on
increasing the quality of their CBE programmes. For example, to meet government
demands regarding revision of the qualification structure, VET colleges have decreased
the number of qualifications and developed broader qualifications, while increasing
teaching time and the career orientation component in curricula (Ministry of Education,
2011). All this is done with the aim to provide students with a smooth transition to the
labour market.

1.1.3 Teacher teams at the centre of VET colleges

Teacher teams play a central role in VET colleges, as is stipulated in the Professional
Statute (Association of VET Colleges, 2009) and the collective labour agreement 2016-
2017 (Association of VET Colleges, 2016b). In these documents, teacher teams are
regarded as the basic organisational unit and are held responsible for the quality of
their education. Teacher teams have the authority to make decisions about their
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educational process, didactics and pedagogy, as long as they adhere to legal
requirements and the VET college’s policy framework.

One implication of this central role of teacher teams is that they are responsible
for designing, or redesigning, and implementing CBE programmes. In practice, this
means for instance that teacher teams work on integrating existing courses that are
mostly based on distinct disciplines such as mathematics and biology into new
interdisciplinary courses, and on revising and updating courses so that they continue
to be aligned with developments in society and the labour market. Within these teams,
teachers from different disciplines and with different roles need to collaborate on
designing, redesigning and implementing CBE (Runhaar & Sanders, 2016; Truijen,
2012; Wesselink, 2010). Different vocational teachers therefore need to work with each
other and with language and maths teachers, for example, and teachers with roles such
as internship coordinator and coach also need to collaborate. For instance, to prepare
ICT students for writing advisory reports about updating computer systems, vocational
teachers and language teachers need to integrate language skills into vocational courses
so that students can practice writing a concise advisory report. To give another
example, an internship coordinator may receive information from an internship
company about a new business innovation such as the use of drones. This innovation
may require competencies from students that are not yet covered by the current
curriculum. The internship coordinator then has to discuss with the relevant teachers
to what extent and how these competencies can be accommodated in courses. In these
examples, teachers’ engagement in team learning is needed to achieve consensus on
concrete actions to be taken.

1.2 Teachers’ engagement in team learning
As explained in the previous section, engagement in team learning is needed to design,
redesign and implement CBE programmes. Team learning is defined as teachers’
collective engagement in processes that contribute to building and maintaining
mutually shared cognition, leading to increased team performance (based on Van den
Bossche, Gijselaers, Segers, & Kirschner, 2006).

Because teachers have different roles and backgrounds in different disciplines,
it is likely that they will have different ideas and information on how to design or
redesign and implement CBE programmes. This multidisciplinarity provides challenges
for their collaboration (Rainey, 2014), the effectiveness of which will therefore depend
on the extent to which teachers are collectively able to create shared conceptions of
their task through their engagement in team learning. It is not enough that different
ideas and information are clarified and that there is mutual understanding: ideas and
information also need to be accepted in the team before actions can be taken. If this is
the case, teacher teams have reached a mutually shared cognition (Van den Bossche et
al,, 2006; Vangrieken, Dochy, & Raes, 2016).
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Studies on team learning in the VET context have confirmed that team learning
contributes to reaching a mutually shared cognition. For instance, it has been shown
that VET teachers’ team learning contributes to achieving a shared understanding of
the principles of CBE (Runhaar, Ten Brinke, Kuijpers, Wesselink, & Mulder, 2014), and
that it is positively related to agreement on the CBE level of the educational
programmes (Wijnia, Kunst, Van Woerkom, & Poell, 2016).

Although team learning seems important for VET teacher teams, simply
combining individual teachers in groups such as the formal teacher teams in VET
colleges is no guarantee that team learning will occur (Van den Bossche et al.,, 2006;
Vangrieken et al,, 2016). For team learning to take place, it seems crucial that teacher
teams are not only a formal team in an organisation, but also a real team (Vangrieken
et al,, 2016). Cohen and Bailey (1997) define a real team as ‘a collection of individuals
who are interdependent in their task, who share responsibility for outcomes, who see
themselves and who are seen by others as an intact social entity embedded in one or
more larger social systems’ (p. 241).

The literature gives at least three reasons why formal teacher teams cannot
always be characterised as real teams (Oude Groote Beverborg, Sleegers, & van Veen,
2015; Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, & Kyndt, 2015). First, despite the central role and
responsibility of teacher teams in VET colleges, teachers traditionally have a high
degree of autonomy in their work, as teaching largely involves working alone in a
classroom. They are therefore not used to engaging in frequent collaboration and
interaction with other teachers, such as sharing and discussing information. Second,
engagement in team learning would imply critical evaluation and requesting and
providing feedback. This means that teachers would have to expose themselves to
possible criticism, which could lead to disagreement and conflict, something that
teachers tend to avoid by restricting collaboration to less exposing topics so that their
privacy and autonomy are retained. Third, teachers find it difficult to make time for
interaction with colleagues as they are generally occupied with the issues of the day.

For these reasons, teachers mainly collaborate on practical matters, such as
work schedules and existing materials, and are less likely to engage in deeper levels of
collaboration such as team learning (Vangrieken et al., 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015).
However, as teachers engage more in team learning if they feel and act more as a real
team (Vangrieken et al,, 2016), it is important to examine to what extent and how
teachers can be stimulated to feel and act as a real team.

1.3 Fostering VET teachers’ team learning: a focus on team-oriented HRM,
leadership style and distributed leadership

As grouping teachers in formal teams does not automatically lead to engagement in
team learning, this dissertation examines to what extent and how VET colleges, which
are the teachers’ organisational context, can foster team learning. Johns (2001) defines
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the organisational context as any stimulus or phenomenon, usually at a higher level of
the organisation, that has an impact on a phenomenon at a lower level of the
organisation. For VET teacher teams, the context is therefore regarded as stimuli or
phenomena at higher organisational levels than the team itself. Because this context can
provide constraints or opportunities for attitudes and behaviours (Johns, 2001), it can
constrain or foster team learning.

While Johns (2001) emphasises the importance of including the context in
research on organisational behaviour in general, workplace learning literature also
increasingly acknowledges the organisational context as a possible antecedent of all
workplace learning, including team learning. This is because these learning activities
are contextually embedded in and influenced by the context in which they occur
(Decuyper, Dochy, & Van den Bossche, 2010; Ellinger, 2005; Fuller & Unwin, 2011;
Tynjala, 2013). Despite this acknowledgement, team learning research both within and
outside the educational context tends to focus primarily on the influence of team-level
antecedents, such as psychological safety, group potency (or group efficacy) and group
development, and not on organisation-level antecedents (e.g. Edmondson, 1999;
Leicher & Mulder, 2016; Raes, Decuyper, Van den Bossche, & Dochy, 2015; Van den
Bossche et al., 2006; Vangrieken et al., 2016). This focus on team-level antecedents is
also notable in related research that examines predictors of creativity and innovation
in the workplace (Hiilsheger, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009).

It is however important to take the organisational context into consideration,
because organisations can differ in the extent to which they offer a supportive learning
environment. Expansive environments, which are characterised as recognising and
supporting workers’ learning and participation in different communities of practice,
foster workplace learning more than restrictive environments, which are characterised
as regarding workers as productive units and focusing on short-term goals (Fuller &
Unwin, 2004).

HRM, which is the system of practices in an organisation that attempts to
influence employees’ abilities, motivation and opportunity to perform in desired ways,
with the goal to increase the organisation’s performance (Jiang, Lepak, Hu, & Baer,
2012; Runhaar, 2016), is viewed as a tool to create these expansive environments.
However, the specific HR practices needed to achieve these environments remain
unexplored (Fuller & Unwin, 2011). Consequently, it also remains largely unknown how
organisations can provide a supportive environment for team learning.

It is therefore interesting to examine to what extent VET colleges are
expansive, in the sense that they implement HR practices that foster teachers’
engagement in team learning. VET colleges increasingly implement HRM to
professionalise individual teachers and teacher teams, for example through formal
training. However, even though VET colleges also recognise the importance of
workplace learning, including team learning (Association of VET Colleges, 2016a;
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MBO015, 2015), they are often unsure how to foster learning (and team learning) in the
workplace. Moreover, research on HRM in the VET context is limited (Runhaar, 2016),
so that many questions on the effectiveness of HRM in VET colleges for fostering
workplace learning, including team learning, remain unanswered. Research on the
extent to which and how VET colleges’ HRM influences teachers’ engagement in team
learning is therefore needed.

To examine the possible influence of HRM on teachers’ team learning, a
behavioural perspective on HRM is adopted. This behavioural perspective suggests that
HR practices affect organisational outcomes through employee behaviour: if employees
act in desired ways that are aligned with organisational goals, the organisation’s
performance should improve (Jiang et al,, 2012). For VET colleges’ performance to
improve, it is important, for example, that teachers feel and act as part of a real team
and engage in team learning, as is explained in Section 1.2. VET colleges therefore need
to invest in teams through HRM. To examine how they do this, this dissertation
specifically focuses on VET colleges’ HRM that is geared towards supporting teams and
team learning, which is termed team-oriented HRM. In Chapters 2 and 3, the content of
team-oriented HRM is determined based on the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO)
model that is often central to HRM research (Boselie, Dietz, & Boon, 2005; Jiang et al.,
2012), and is also relevant in the educational context (Runhaar, 2016).

Following the process model of HRM (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Wright &
Nishii, 2013), which is explained in Text box 1.1, it is argued that a focus on HRM also
implies a focus on managers’ behaviour. The implementation of HR practices is often
the responsibility of line managers (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007), or team leaders in
VET colleges.

Although the HRM system is usually developed by the organisation’s decision
makers, it is the line managers or team leaders who implement the system, although
rarely as fully intended by the decision makers (Wright & Nishii, 2013). There are
several reasons why the line managers or team leaders deviate from the HRM strategy
in their implementation, related to their motivation and ability, competing demands
and time pressure (Nehles, van Riemsdijk, Kok, & Looise, 2006). As the implementation
of HR practices influences how employees perceive these practices and what employees
believe are appropriate attitudinal and behavioural responses, the implementation of
HRM is more closely related to employee behaviour than the intended HRM strategy
(Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii, 2013). VET team
leaders’ implementation of team-oriented HRM should therefore be taken into account
as it might influence how teachers respond in terms of their engagement in team
learning.

14



General Introduction

Despite the centrality of the process model in many studies on HRM, only

limited attention is paid to managers’ leadership styles in the relationship between
HRM and performance (Vermeeren, Kuipers, & Steijn, 2014). The HRM process model
merely regards managers as executors of HRM and therefore does not explicitly take
into account their personal leadership styles. However, managers’ leadership styles can
influence how employees respond, as is shown by previous research that indicates that
a manager’s leadership style can foster team learning (e.g. Bucic, Robinson, &
Ramburuth, 2010; Koeslag-Kreunen, Van der Klink, Van den Bossche, & Gijselaers,
2017; Raes et al,, 2013). Therefore, to explain the relationship between VET colleges’
supportive context and teachers’ team learning, not only how team leaders implement
team-oriented HRM should be taken into account, but also how they act as leaders.

Text box 1.1 - A process model of HRM

To explain how HRM affects organisational performance, a causal chain has been
developed in the HRM literature (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii,
2013). This causal chain implies an indirect influence of HRM on organisational
performance through employee responses, as visualised in the process model of
Figure 1.2. The first step in this model is the development of an intended HRM
strategy that the organisation’s decision makers believe will be effective in
increasing the organisation’s performance. The second step is the implementation of
the intended HRM strategy in practice, which results in actual HRM. Line managers
(i.e. team leaders in VET) are often responsible for this implementation and
therefore influence whether HR practices are implemented as intended. In the third
step, employees subjectively perceive and interpret the actual HR practices and form
an understanding of which attitudes and behaviours are expected of them. In the
fourth step, employees respond based on their perceptions and interpretations. Such
a response can consist of changes in attitudes and/or behaviours. The fifth step
consists of changes in the organisation’s performance. The idea is that, if employees
respond in ways that were intended by decision makers, the organisation’s
performance will increase.

Intended Perceived
HRM P Actual HRM | HRM 7> Responses (| Performance

Figure 1.2. The process model of HRM (based on Wright & Nishii, 2013)

Additionally, because designing, redesigning and implementing CBE is a
complex task, it is likely that team leaders will be unable to single-handedly lead their
teacher teams during this process. Such a complex task requires input from different
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perspectives and areas of expertise, and increases the need for distributed leadership
(Pearce, 2004). Distributed leadership implies that teachers are enabled by their
managers to exercise informal leadership tasks (Bolden, 2011; Tian, Risku, & Collin,
2016). When leadership is distributed, the interdependence, coordination and
interactions among team members increases, which encourages team members to
engage in team learning (Liu, Hu, Li, Wang, & Lin, 2014). To what extent and how team
leaders create opportunities for distributed leadership is therefore also taken into
account in this dissertation. Subsequently, relationships between distributed
leadership in teams and teachers’ engagement in team learning are examined.

To recapitulate, this dissertation aims to provide new insights into the
relationships between VET colleges’ team-oriented HRM, team leaders’ leadership
styles, and opportunities for distributed leadership on the one hand, and teachers’
engagement in team learning on the other. It does this by answering the following
central research question:

To what extent and how does the organisational context, in terms of team-oriented HRM,
team leaders’ leadership style, and opportunities for distributed leadership, stimulate
teachers’ engagement in team learning?

1.4 The core concepts of this dissertation

The core concepts are explained in more detail in this section. First, team learning is
conceptualised, followed by team-oriented HRM, team leaders’ leadership style and
distributed leadership.

1.4.1 Team learning
As previously mentioned, team learning is defined in this dissertation as the collective
engagement of teachers in processes that contribute to building and maintaining
mutually shared cognition, leading to increased team performance (based on Van den
Bossche et al., 2006).

Team learning is regarded as a specific form of workplace learning, manifested
in interactions between team members. Three forms of workplace learning are
distinguished (Tynjala, 2008): 1) incidental, unintentional and informal learning that
occurs as a side effect of working, 2) intentional, yet informal, learning (e.g. mentoring,
practising specific skills and tools), and 3) formal on-the-job and off-the-job training.
Team learning is considered to largely represent the first form of workplace learning,
because it is often a side effect of intensive collaboration between team members:
through collaboration, team members share information and knowledge with each
other and collectively construct meaning and discuss different perspectives to achieve
agreement on actions they need to take.
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Although team learning is a distinct social phenomenon, it is often used
interchangeably with related concepts such as collective learning (Knapp, 2010) and
collaborative and cooperative learning (Dochy, Gijbels, Raes, & Kyndt, 2014), and is
considered to be similar to professional learning communities (PLCs). How team
learning differs from these concepts is explained in Text box 1.2.

Team learning processes

Team learning can be recognised on the basis of specific processes that team members
engage in during intensive collaboration. These processes occur in varying
combinations, which makes team learning a dynamic process, often without a clear
start and end (Decuyper et al., 2010).

At the basis of team learning lie the three processes of ‘sharing’, ‘co-
construction’ and ‘constructive conflict’, which describe what happens in teams when
they learn. These three basic processes are responsible for the power of team learning
(Decuyper et al.,, 2010) and reflect the crucial communicative processes that are at the
core of team learning (Vangrieken et al., 2016). These processes are therefore central
to this dissertation.

The first basic process, sharing, refers to team members sharing information,
knowledge, creative ideas or perspectives with other team members who were
previously unaware of the shared information. This implies that shared information is
not necessarily new or recently developed, but previously unshared in the team
(Decuyper et al,, 2010). In VET colleges, vocational teachers and language teachers for
instance have different knowledge that they may not have shared. By sharing
information, these teachers create awareness of each other’s knowledge.

The second basic process, co-construction, is the process by which team
members develop collective knowledge and meaning based on the information that has
been shared. Team members do this by engaging in repeating cycles of acknowledging,
concretising, questioning and supplementing shared information (Decuyper et al,
2010; Van den Bossche et al.,, 2006). Vocational teachers and language teachers for
instance can work on concretising how to integrate language skills into vocational
courses, by questioning and supplementing these language skills and creating a
collective meaning on how they should be integrated.

The third basic process, constructive conflict, is the process by which team
members discuss different perspectives and conflicting ideas with one another. Team
members do this in an open and constructive manner, meaning that they are open to
each other’s ideas and are willing to reach - possibly temporary - agreement (Decuyper
et al, 2010; Van den Bossche et al,, 2006). In VET teams, disagreement on how to
integrate language skills into a vocational course could arise for instance if vocational
teachers do not agree with the ideas of the language teacher. If the teachers openly
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discuss, explain and listen to different ideas and perspectives, more insight into
different ideas and perspectives can be obtained and agreement on actions reached.

In practice, the processes of sharing, co-construction and constructive conflict
are very much intertwined and reinforce each other. This makes these processes
theoretically distinct but empirically difficult to disentangle (Decuyper et al., 2010; Van
Woerkom & Van Engen, 2009). Van Woerkom and Van Engen (2009) therefore used a
broader term to describe the basic process of team learning, which they labelled
information processing. Information processing refers to all the processes used to share
information and apply shared interpretations to this information (Van Woerkom &
Croon, 2009). In this dissertation, information processing is therefore regarded as an
umbrella term for the distinct processes of information sharing, co-construction and
constructive conflict.

Two facilitative team learning processes are also central in Chapter 4:
information acquisition and boundary crossing. These processes are regarded as
facilitative because they enable team members to acquire new relevant information
that they can share in their team. As such, these processes help teams learn in the ‘right
direction”: they help make team learning more efficient and effective by providing
context and focus (Decuyper et al., 2010).

The first facilitative process, information acquisition, refers to individual team
members making focused inquiries in their environment to obtain new information,
with the goal to strengthen existing knowledge or fill knowledge gaps, and is based on
the study of Van Offenbeek (2001). Team members can do this by consulting different
information sources, such as the internet and books, but also by participating in
professional development activities or asking other team members for advice (Van
Offenbeek, 2001; Wijnia et al., 2016).

The second facilitative process, boundary crossing, also refers to individual
members acquiring new information, but specifically by asking people outside their
team - such as experts, stakeholders or members of other teams - for feedback and
advice on their own team’s tasks and performance (Kasl, Marsick, & Dechant, 1997;
Wong, 2004). Although Decuyper et al. (2010) regard boundary crossing as a team
activity, in this dissertation boundary crossing is considered an individual team
member activity. This is because individual VET teachers fulfil different roles in their
team and meet different outsiders in their own professional networks within these
roles. As such, they may ask different outsiders for feedback and advice. For instance, a
maths teacher will meet maths teachers in other teams, while an internship coordinator
will meet professionals in internship companies.
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Team learning outcomes
The team learning definition of Van den Bossche et al. (2006) distinguishes between

two types of team learning outcomes: mutually shared cognition and increased team
performance. Research outside the VET context has shown that team learning is directly
related to indicators of team performance, such as team effectiveness, efficiency and
innovativeness (e.g. Edmondson, 1999; Leicher & Mulder, 2016; Van der Vegt &
Bunderson, 2005; Van Woerkom & Croon, 2009; Widmann, Messmann, & Mulder,
2016). However, research on the relationship between VET teachers’ team learning and
their team performance seems to be largely missing. Previous research within the VET
context has mainly focused on relationships between team learning and mutually
shared cognitions. These studies have shown that team learning leads to a shared
understanding of the principles of CBE (Runhaar et al, 2014) and to teachers’
agreement on the CBE level of their educational programme (Wijnia et al., 2016). To

Text box 1.2 - Team learning as a distinct theoretical concept

Despite the fact that team learning, collective learning, collaborative and cooperative
learning and professional learning communities (PLCs) all refer to social interactions
that involve learning, there are some important differences. For instance, Knapp
(2010) explains that team learning is a narrower term than collective learning
because team learning refers to meso-level learning and outcomes, while collective
learning can also refer to micro-level and macro-level learning. This distinction in
learning levels is also made by Crossan, Lane, and White (1999), who distinguish
between individual-, group- and organisational-level learning, in which the group
level reflects the meso level referred to by Knapp (2010). This implies that team
learning should be related to team outcomes, while collective learning can also be
related to individual or organisational outcomes. This distinction in outcome level is
what makes team learning different from collaborative or cooperative learning.
According to Dochy et al. (2014), team learning is often theorised as processes that
lead to team-level learning outcomes, while collaborative and cooperative learning
are primarily theorised as processes that lead to individual-level learning outcomes.
Nevertheless, this distinction is not always made in the team learning literature. For
instance, Decuyper et al. (2010) consider team learning outcomes at the individual,
team and organisational level. This makes the distinction between team learning and
the related concepts somewhat cloudy. Moreover, PLCs clearly differ from the
concept of team learning because PLCs can include the whole school or even teachers
from different schools and, as such, cross the boundaries of a team. Another
difference is that PLCs are characterised by intentional learning goals, while team
learning is an emerging side effect of intensive collaboration rather than a starting
point for reaching agreement (Vangrieken et al., 2015).
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obtain more insight into the relationship between VET teachers’ team learning and
team performance, this relationship is examined in Chapter 2.

1.4.2 Team-oriented HRM

HRM can generally be regarded as a system of practices that attempts to influence
employees’ abilities, motivation and opportunity to perform in desired ways, with the
goal to increase the organisation’s performance (Jiang et al, 2012; Runhaar, 2016).
Team-oriented HRM is therefore defined as a set of HR practices aimed at increasing
teams’ abilities, motivation and opportunities to perform in desired ways, with the goal
to increase team performance.

Research on the effects of HRM in the educational context shows that HR
practices can have a positive impact on teachers. The implementation of HR practices
has, for example, been shown to be positively related to teachers’ work engagement
(Runhaar, Sanders, & Konermann, 2013), their professional development (Evers, Van
der Heijden, Kreijns, & Gerrichhauzen, 2011), and the compatibility between teachers
and their job and organisation (Janssen, 2016). However, these studies only examined
relationships between individual-oriented HR practices and individual teachers’
attitudes and behaviours. It therefore remains unknown whether team-oriented HRM
has a positive impact on teachers’ engagement in team learning.

The relationship between team-oriented HRM and team learning also remains
largely unexplored in other work contexts. There are however a few exceptions, such
as the studies of Chuang, Jackson, and Jiang (2013) and Flinchbaugh, Li, Luth, and
Chadwick (2016). These studies show positive relationships between the presence of
team-oriented HRM and employees’ engagement in knowledge acquisition and
knowledge sharing. However, these studies only focus on knowledge acquisition and
knowledge sharing, so that team learning is measured in restricted ways. Relationships
with the team learning processes co-construction and constructive conflict or the
umbrella process of information processing therefore remain unexamined. It is possible
that different team learning processes are fostered by different team-oriented HR
practices, and therefore examined how team-oriented HRM is related to a broader
conceptualisation of team learning.

1.4.3 Team leaders’ leadership style

A classic distinction in leadership style is that between a transformational leadership
style and a transactional leadership style (Bass, 1997; Judge & Piccolo, 2004).
Transformational leaders offer purpose that surpasses short-term goals, and focus on
the intrinsic needs of employees. A transformational leadership style is therefore
characterised by committing teachers to the team’s or the organisation’s goals, by
providing support, and by stimulating problem solving and out-of-the-box thinking.
Transactional leaders, on the other hand, focus on the appropriate exchanges of
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resources. They do this by aiming to increase performance and prevent work
avoidance.

Research on the relationship between the leadership style of school leaders or
team leaders and workplace learning mostly focuses on transformational leadership.
Findings show that a transformational leadership style can contribute to a school’s
innovative climate (Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2010) and individual teachers’
engagement in informal learning activities, such as asking feedback and reflection
(Geijsel, Sleegers, Stoel, & Kriiger, 2009; Oude Groote Beverborg et al., 2015; Runhaar,
Sanders, & Yang, 2010; Thoonen, Sleegers, Oort, Peetsma, & Geijsel, 2011).

Literature on the relationship between leadership style and team learning both
inside and outside the educational work context is more scarce (Raes et al., 2013).
Outside the educational context, a transformational leadership style has been found to
stimulate team learning (Raes et al., 2013). However, research conducted within the
educational context (universities) found that both transformational and transactional
leadership styles can encourage teachers’ team learning (Bucic et al., 2010; Koeslag-
Kreunen et al., 2017): which leadership style is most appropriate seems to depend on
the team’s needs, tasks and challenges.

Based on the context of VET teacher teams, this dissertation focuses on
transformational leadership. As is explained in Section 1.2, the team structures in VET
colleges do not automatically imply that formal teams act as real teams. VET teachers
therefore need to be encouraged to feel and act as a team, so that their engagement in
team learning increases. It is argued that a team leaders’ transformational leadership
style is more appropriate for this task than a transactional leadership style. This is
because employee empowerment is a central component of a transformational
leadership style. Empowerment implies that leaders try to increase their followers’
participation in teams (De Hoogh, Den Hartog, & Koopman, 2004), and try to move them
beyond their self-interest by committing them to the good of their team (Raes et al,,
2013). Transformational leaders can do this by delegating responsibilities to team
members (Bass, 1997), which makes team members more dependent on each other. In
this dissertation, therefore, it is examined whether this empowering aspect of a team
leaders’ transformational leadership style stimulates teachers’ engagement in team
learning.

1.4.4 Distributed leadership

Distributed leadership is a popular leadership perspective in the educational
management literature and is advocated as necessary during complex tasks to increase
performance (Bolden, 2011; Tian et al, 2016). Distributed leadership implies that
leadership is the product of collective activity rather than being defined by the actions
of individual formal leaders (Woods, Bennett, Harvey, & Wise, 2004). This means that
those individuals who are best equipped, skilled or positioned to lead in a certain
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situation do so, regardless of whether they are in formal leadership positions (Harris &
DeFlaminis, 2016). Distributed leadership is flexible and versatile (Hairon & Goh, 2015;
Harris, 2008), and the person who is best equipped, skilled or positioned can differ from
situation to situation, and therefore who leads may also differ according to the situation.
For instance, when improving the quality of CBE programmes, some teachers may be
more skilled in developing new grading methods and therefore lead during this aspect
of the improvement, while others may be more skilled in integrating courses and lead
during that aspect.

Empirical evidence on antecedents and outcomes of distributed leadership is
limited (Hairon & Goh, 2015; Tian et al., 2016), which implies that its relationship with
team learning is largely unknown. Only a few studies have examined relationships
between shared leadership - a concept closely related to distributed leadership - and
team learning, and these suggest that shared leadership supports team learning
(Koeslag-Kreunen et al., 2017; Liu et al, 2014). However, whether distributed
leadership stimulates engagement in team learning or whether the relationship is more
complex - Day, Gronn, and Salas (2004) for instance suggest a reciprocal relationship -
remains unknown. The relationship between distributed leadership and teachers’ team
learning is therefore explored in this dissertation.

1.5 Outline of this dissertation and sub-research questions

In this section, the outline of the dissertation is explained by briefly describing the
content and sub-research questions of the following chapters and the connection
between the chapters.

1.5.1 Chapter 2 - Team-oriented HRM

Chapter 2 examines whether teachers’ perceptions of a stronger presence of team-
oriented HRM are related to higher levels of affective team commitment and
engagement in information processing. Subsequently, it is examined whether these
team-oriented HR practices are related to higher levels of team performance via
teachers’ affective team commitment and information processing. Hence, the sub-
research question (S-RQ) in this chapter is:

To what extent is the relationship between team-oriented HR practices and team
performance, in terms of team innovation and team efficiency, mediated by teachers’
affective team commitment and their engagement in information processing (S-RQ1)?

This sub-research question is examined based on quantitative survey data from
teachers, so that the complex process by which teachers’ perceptions may affect their
attitudinal and behavioural responses and their team performance can be statistically
examined.
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1.5.2 Chapter 3 - Team leaders’ enactment of team-oriented HRM

Chapter 3 builds on Chapter 2 by focusing on differences in team leaders’
implementation of team-oriented HRM in practice. As was previously explained in
Section 1.3, HRM implementation is often seen as the responsibility of managers, such
as VET teachers’ team leaders (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007; Wright & Nishii, 2013). In
this chapter, therefore, specific attention is paid to how team leaders differ in their
enactment of team-oriented HRM and how this affects teachers’ perceptions of team-
oriented HRM and their response in terms of team learning. In this chapter, the second
sub-research question is answered:

How does team leaders’ enactment of team-oriented HRM affect teachers’ perceptions of
team-oriented HRM and their response in terms of team learning (S-RQ2)?

Given the more explorative nature of this sub-research question, in-depth qualitative
face-to-face interview data and group interview data from team leaders and teachers
are used to answer this question.

1.5.3 Chapter 4 - Transformational leadership style

Chapter 4 examines whether positive relationships exist between the extent to which
teachers perceive that their team leaders have an empowering transformational
leadership style and teachers’ engagement in team learning processes. The focus is on
examining whether teachers who perceive more empowerment from their team leader
also perceive that they are given more opportunities to make decisions in their team,
and whether this is related to the extent to which they feel they are (in terms of affective
team commitment and perceived task interdependence) and act as (in terms of team
member proactivity and team learning) part of a real team. The third and fourth sub-
research questions are addressed in this chapter:

To what extent are there positive associations between transformational leadership and
team learning processes (S-RQ3)?

To what extent are associations between transformational leadership and team learning
processes mediated by participative decision-making, affective team commitment,
perceived task interdependence and team member proactivity (S-RQ4)?

To answer these sub-research questions, quantitative survey data from teachers are

used to statistically examine the complex relationship between transformational
leadership and team learning.
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1.5.4 Chapter 5 - Distributed leadership

Chapter 5 explores how team leaders provide opportunities and constraints for
establishing distributed leadership in teacher teams, and the role that team learning
plays during the process of establishing distributed leadership. As such, the fifth and
sixth research question are addressed:

In what ways do formal leaders create opportunities for distributed leadership, and how
do they set boundaries for distributed leadership (S-RQ5)?

In what ways do teachers establish leader-follower relationships within their team, and
what is the role of team learning in this process (S-RQ6)?

Like Chapter 3, Chapter 5 has a more explorative character. In-depth qualitative face-
to-face interview data and group interview data from team leaders, coaches and
teachers are therefore used in this chapter to answer the fifth and sixth sub-research
questions.

1.5.5 Chapter 6 - General conclusion and discussion

This final chapter answers the central research question by integrating the findings of
Chapters 2 to 5. The theoretical contributions and implications, methodological
strengths and limitations and practical implications are also discussed.

1.5.6 Connection between the chapters

Figure 1.3 visualises the similarities and differences between Chapters 2 to 5. Because
team-oriented HRM and leadership style and the provision of opportunities for
distributed leadership are contextual phenomena at a higher level in the organisation
than teacher teams themselves, Figure 1.3 is presented in a top-down manner.

On the horizontal axis, a division is made between team-oriented HRM, team
leaders’ leadership style and distributed leadership, which shows that Chapters 2 and
3 focus on team-oriented HRM, Chapter 4 on leadership style and Chapter 5 on
distributed leadership. On the vertical axis, three levels are distinguished: higher
management and the HR department, team leaders, and the team and team members.
As such, Figure 1.3 shows for instance that the role of team leaders is included in
Chapters 3, 4 and 5. The team level is further specified as four aspects that are
addressed in this dissertation: team members’ leadership, attitudes and perceptions,
behaviours, and outcomes. This specification shows for instance that team performance
outcomes are addressed in Chapter 2, while establishing distributed leadership is
discussed in Chapter 5.
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Figure 1.3. Similarities and differences between Chapters 2 to 5
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Text box 1.3 - The interlinked research project on team learning

This dissertation is part of an interlinked research project on VET teachers’ team
learning, executed by researchers from Wageningen University & Research and
Tilburg University in the period 2013-2018 and supported by the Dutch
Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO). The central research question of that
project is: ‘To what extent and how do environmental, team and individual
characteristics influence team learning and consequently CBE implementation and
student outcomes?’, To answer this research question, the interlinked research
project consists of four distinct research projects, each with its own focus. The
research project that is at the basis of this dissertation examines to what extent the
organisational context is associated with team learning in teacher teams, as is
explained in this chapter. The goals of the other research projects are to examine: a)
to what extent team member characteristics are associated with team learning, b)
how team learning changes during the different stages of CBE implementation, and
c) how organisational and educational sector-related characteristics interact with
team characteristics to influence team learning and its team outcomes and student
outcomes. Figure 1.4 provides the conceptual model of this interlinked research
project, with the focus of the research project that is at the basis of this dissertation
highlighted in grey.

Organisation

‘ Team-oriented HRM ‘

Student outcomes

informal)

‘ Leadership (formal and ‘

Team outcomes ‘

. Satisfaction ‘
Team learning —>

CBE implementation ‘
Team members

‘ Graduates and dropouts ‘

‘ Goal orientation ‘

Collective team
identification

Figure 1.4. Conceptual model of the interlinked team learning project, with the focus of
this dissertation highlighted in grey
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Chapter 2

Stimulating teachers’ team performance through team-
oriented HR practices: the roles of affective team
commitment and team learning?

Teacher teams are increasingly held accountable for the quality of education and
educational reforms in vocational education and training colleges. However,
historically teachers have not been required to engage in deep-level collaboration, thus
team-oriented HR practices are being used to promote teamworking in the sector. This
paper examines the relationship between team-oriented HR practices and team
performance in terms of innovation and efficiency via teachers’ affective team
commitment and engagement in team learning, in terms of information processing. To
examine these associations, a team-oriented HRM research instrument was developed
and validated based on the Ability-Motivation-Opportunity (AMO) model (N =970, 130
teams) and hypothesised associations were examined using multilevel structural
equation modelling (N = 704, 70 teams). The results show positive relationships
between the team-oriented HR practices of recruitment, team development, team
evaluation and teamwork facilitation, and team innovation. Additionally, all practices
except team development were positively related to team efficiency. The relationships
between team-oriented HR practices and these team performance indicators were
often partially or fully mediated by affective team commitment and information
processing. Because affective team commitment and information processing
sometimes only partially mediated the links between team-oriented HR practices and
team performance, other underlying mechanisms await identification.

! This chapter is based on: Bouwmans, M., Runhaar, P., Wesselink, R., & Mulder, M. (2017).

Stimulating teachers' team performance through team-oriented HR practices: The roles of
affective team commitment and information processing. International Journal of Human Resource
Management. doi: 10.1080/09585192.2017.1322626
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2.1 Introduction

With the rise of new public management in the 1980s, a shift has taken place towards
the greater accountability of public sector organisations (Hood, 1995). This implies that
these organisations need to account for their actions, policies and products, which can
be challenging for them. Simultaneously, team structures have been widely introduced
in the public sector (Rainey, 2014). Teams offer advantages over individuals as more
expertise and resources and different perspectives are available in teams. Because of
this, teams often outperform individuals when it comes to challenging decision-making
and problem-solving tasks (Decuyper et al., 2010; Rainey, 2014).

These developments are also seen in the vocational education and training
(VET) sector worldwide, where teacher teams are increasingly held responsible for the
development, execution and outcomes of educational programmes (Runhaar &
Sanders, 2013). In the Netherlands, where approximately 40% of all students follow
education in VET colleges (Ministry of Education, 2017), increased government
demands regarding the quality of education have encouraged VET colleges to develop
and implement competence-based education (CBE) programmes. The effective
development, implementation and execution of CBE have led to an increased focus on
teams and teamwork in VET as teachers of different disciplines need to collaborate in
teams on CBE (Truijen, 2012; Wesselink, 2010).

Although teacher teams are distinguishable social entities in VET colleges and
teachers engage in collaboration with each other, their collaboration tends to be
restricted to discussing practical matters, such as work schedules and existing
materials used in classes, while more deep-level collaboration, which for instance
contains discussing the didactics of teaching and developing new ideas for innovations,
tends to be limited (Vangrieken et al, 2015). This appears to be a consequence of
teachers’ long tradition of focusing on their own work tasks and the relatively recent
need for them to interact, share and discuss knowledge and ideas with others (Oude
Groote Beverborg et al., 2015). Moreover, as in many other public and private sector
teams, the multidisciplinary nature of VET teams presents challenges to teamworking
(Rainey, 2014). Because of their different roles and expertise, teachers can have
different opinions about CBE implementation (Wesselink, 2010). More specifically,
given their different backgrounds, team members may have different perspectives on
matters, and, consequently, conflicts between team members may arise (Rainey, 2014).
Given this context, collaborating in teams is likely to pose a challenge for teachers.

To promote teamworking amongst teachers, Dutch VET colleges have
developed and implemented team-oriented HR practices (Runhaar & Sanders, 2013).
However, whether these team-oriented HR practices promote teachers to act
accordingly has yet to be empirically investigated. Specifically, the aim of this study is
to examine associations between team-oriented HR practices and team performance.
Given teachers’ duty to implement the new curriculum we consider team innovation as
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one key performance outcome along with team efficiency. We use teachers’ perceptions
of team-oriented HR practices, and assess their responses to them in terms of affective
commitment to the team and engagement in team learning. We also assess whether
their responses are associated with higher levels of team performance. Our approach is
consistent to that proposed by Bowen and Ostroff (2004) and Nishii and Wright (2008)
in which perceptions of HR practices are used in assessing employees’ (teachers’)
attitudinal and behavioural responses (Purcell & Hutchinson, 2007). This study
considers affective team commitment or teachers’ emotional bond to the team as the
attitudinal response to team-oriented HR practices (Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005),
and team learning or teachers’ engagement in information processing, which refers to
teachers sharing information and constructing shared interpretations of this
information in their team, as the behavioural outcome (Van Woerkom & Croon, 2009).
We believe these two process measures are important in determining the performance
of the team.

Hence, we aim to answer the following research question: To what extent is the
relationship between team-oriented HR practices and team performance, in terms of team
innovation and team efficiency, mediated by teachers’ affective team commitment and
their engagement in information processing?

In answering this question, we aim to make the following contributions to the
literature. First, we aim to provide new insight into the potential effects of team-
oriented HR practices in the educational context. This is needed because, although HR
practices are increasingly implemented in schools (Runhaar & Sanders, 2013), research
on HRM in this context is still relatively limited, which has as a consequence that insight
into the effectivity of HRM in schools is largely missing (DeArmond, Gross, & Goldhaber,
2010). Second, we aim to identify the mechanisms that link team-oriented HR practices
with team innovation and team efficiency. In this way we can begin to understand the
processes involved in linking HR practices with team performance (Chuangetal., 2013;
Jiang, Takeuchi, & Lepak, 2013). This is an important contribution as even though
previous studies have shown that both affective team commitment and engagement in
team learning are positively related to the performance of multidisciplinary teams
(Park, Henkin, & Egley, 2005; Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005; Van Woerkom & Croon,
2009), it remains largely unexplored whether and how they are affected by team-
oriented HR practices.

2.2 Theoretical framework

In this section, we first describe why we studied team innovation and team efficiency
as indicators of teacher team performance. We then explain the hypothesised
associations between team-oriented HR practices, affective team commitment, team
learning (information processing) and team performance indicators.
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