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ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION

The importance of psychological safety in teams has been demonstrated in different
settings. Team performance improves when team climate allows team members to be
their authentic selves, to ask questions and raise concerns comfortably. However, it is
less clear how educators can support students to cultivate skills for developing psycho-
logical safety in their teams. Informed by the literature, this activity will help students to
enhance their communication skills, more specifically skills for inquiry (asking questions)
and listening, as the underlying foundation to create a psychologically safe team climate.
Students will be introduced to conceptual foundations of conversational skills and will be
given experiential opportunities to apply them in several exercises. This chapter provides
the outline of an activity designed to teach the learning outcomes listed below, material to
assist facilitators in preparing, and the slides and handouts for teaching the activity.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
®

This 90-minute activity is designed for university-level engineering students. It targets the
development of the following competencies for creating psychological safety in teams.

1. Inquiry and question-asking

2. Listening
3. Attitude of interest and curiosity

CHAPTER 1 CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4 CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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KRR RRRARK  KRRRRLAK R RKRRRRR K

WARM UP  INTRODUCTION CONCEPTUAL EXERCISE 1 CONCEPTUAL EXERCISE 2
MODEL MODEL
5 min 7 min 10 min 7 min 7 min 7 min

Have students pair
up and discuss a :
good team : Have students complete Have students complete
experience the exercise on the exercise on effective
different forms of listening. Debrief with

Dl? 1-2 qu?ﬁgoxﬁb:geggifpw'th the whole group.

Explain the complexity
of the collaboration K
process and highlight A
the importance of a .
safe and open team _ ,
climate. Explain the constituents
of effective listening.
Invite students to share

|:'|? 35 specific examples or

Describe the three pillars of experiences

psychological safety and how to

operationalize them — introduce

the two specific skills of asking @ [

genuine questions and effective

listening.
Explain two of the major sub-skills
related to asking genuine questions
with examples. Invite students
to share if they have any specific
examples or experiences.

) 69

PREPARATION
Set up the room for students to sit together with the members of their teams.

While the activity assumes teams of 4 students at the formation stage, please
adjust as needed for your context. Tangibles, LEGO bricks, are used to facilitate
students' engagement and encourage authenticity and self-expression. 4

CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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EXERCISE 3 REFLECTION 1 ACTIVITY REFLECTION 2  DEBRIEF +
CONCLUSION
7 min 8 min 20 min 5 min 7 min

Have students reflect on
their experience
individually. Then, to share
specific instances when
peers encouraged
participation or could
have created a more
positive climate.

Have students pair
up and interview each
other about teamwork

situations that were

difficult for them.

@15

L ALONE

L PaRrs
LQQQ smaLL GrROUP
QQQQQ  wWHOLE GROUP
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Distribute sets of LEGO bricks and

- TOTAL 90 min

Have students reflect
on their experience
with the group activity,
connecting to the
model presented in
slide 5.

5

Guide students to
reflect on their overall
experience, inviting
them to share their
thoughts and feelings
and how they could do
differently in a new
context.

:']718

Part A

have students make an individual
representation of themselves as a
member of their team. Students
share their models in their teams,
being mindful of conversational
turn-taking, listening, and asking
genuine questions.

Part B
Have students collaborate to
make a representation of what
their team looks like considering
the proposed criteria

D’7 16-17

KNOWING
sharing knowledge and concepts that define the targeted skills

EXPERIENCING
applying the concepts and tools in experiential learning

LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE
stepping back and reflecting about the activity enables students :
to transfer their skills

CHAPTER 4 CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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CONCEPTUAL AND PRACTICAL UNDERPINNINGS OF

THE ACTIVITY

What skills will students develop in this
activity?

Team psychological safety is a collective
belief among team members that the team

is safe for interpersonal risk-taking, where

no one withholds their ideas, questions, and
concerns, and there are more opportunities
for giving and receiving feedback.!? While
there is consensus about the importance of
psychological safety and its impact on team
performance, there has been less attention
to ways by which it can be operationalized in
practice.® Prominent scholars, Amy
Edmondson and William Kahn, uncovered
essential components of a psychologically
safe climate; for individuals to feel
comfortable being themselves, to feel valued,
and to believe that others have positive
intentions, there should be a climate of trust
and respect among people.?* But what is
underneath such a climate? In other words,
in the context of student teams, what
competencies would students need to create
a “safe and open team climate”? —we use the
two terms, psychological safety and safe and
open team climate, interchangeably in this
chapter. Granting the importance of quality of
relationship in promoting psychological
safety®, microdynamics of interpersonal
interactions, and more specifically, what

we say and do during conversations would
influence team climate. Building on the limited
conceptual discussion of promoting
psychological safety in teams?¢€, we used the
term “skillful conversation” to highlight what
members of a team should master to
contribute to creating a safe and open team
climate, and focusing on two essential
interpersonal skills: inquiry and listening.
While we present the two transversal skills
separately in what follows, it is impossible to
isolate one from another in conversations.

CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4

Inquiry

Asking for information is an effective way to
encourage participation and empower

others in any interpersonal setting. As Schein
& Schein” argue we may miss opportunities
to build personal relationship, characterized
by openness and trust, simply due to failure
to ask humbly with the right attitude. Schein
& Schein coined the term Humble Inquiry

as “the fine art of drawing someone out, of
asking questions to which you do not already
know the answer, of building a relationship
based on curiosity and interest in another
person”.” Similarly, Van Quaquebeke and
Felps used the term Respectful Inquiry as

a multidimensional construct of “asking
questions in an open way and subsequently
listening attentively, which, in their interplay,
signal the degree to which a person invites
an addressee to (continue to) share his/her
thoughts on a subject during a conversational
episode.” 7 To develop inquiry skills,
students need to be aware of different ways of
asking questions and recognize the difference
between telling and inquiry. For instance,
notice how using a question like “Didn’t that
make you angry?”, instead of “How did that
make you feel?”, involves judgment and
assumption that may close the door to a more
genuine conversation. When one frames a
question openly using the right tone, e.g.,
“Can you tell me more?” or “Can you tell me
the whole story?”, they minimize controlling
and influencing the direction of the
conversation, show their vulnerability, and
demonstrate the importance of learning,
which is radically different compared with
when they ask confrontive questions.” In
practice, students should see how framing
open questions with an attitude of interest
and curiosity, which demonstrates genuine
interest in others and what they would say,
helps people feel acknowledged and creates
a safe climate to share and speak up.

CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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Listening

Another essential component of genuine
conversation is listening. To acknowledge

and respect the presence of others,
demonstrate care and concern for individuals
and the relationship with them, and to
understand them from their point of view
effective listening is the key.'®"" Different terms,
with some overlapping dimensions, have been
used in the literature to refer to listening skills,
among them, active listening, empathetic
listening, and active empathetic listening.
Importantly, understanding speakers at a more
human level with an appreciation of their
experience and feelings has been highlighted in
the conceptualization and measurement of
effective listening.™>'® In designing the activity,
we borrowed from the listening framework
demonstrated by DeVito'™ that includes the
five-step process of receiving, understanding,
remembering, evaluating, and responding to
verbal (and/or nonverbal) messages. Note that
asking questions is critical in both
understanding what the speaker means and
responding. Skills for improving listening at
each stage should be introduced, and
students should be given opportunities to
practice effective listening. In introducing
listening skills, educators can use examples
reflecting on how different things could go
wrong in conversations in teams (or
interpersonal) settings; here are a few
examples: getting distracted by the
environment; jumping over and interrupting the
speaker—perhaps because the listener has
something interesting to say, or they make an
assumption about the direction of conversa-
tion, or even worse they think what is said is of
little worth of their time—; and tendency to fix/
solve the speaker’s problem without any efforts
in seeing the problem from the speaker’s point
of view and appreciation of their feelings
beyond what has been said. At a more
fundamental level, genuine two-way
interaction is about treating one another as a
whole human being beyond characteristics
and attributes;'* that is why it is important to

CHAPTER1 CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4

encourage students to be mindful of their
assumptions and how they may conceive
others. This, in turn, helps them to be
attentive in conversations and develop a sense
of appreciation for the speaker’s effort and
what is being said, whether they agree or not.

How to interest engineering students in
learning these skills?

The ability to work effectively in teams is
among widely recognized professional skills in
engineering education,’™ ' in part due to the
increasing demands of accreditation bodies,
which is directly connected to the collaborative
nature of engineering professional practice.'®°
Working in teams requires specific
competencies, some more context-driven

for instance knowledge and skills pertaining
task and its objectives, and other generic and
transferrable to other settings, such as
knowledge of teamwork skills or
communication skills.?® At a more macro-level,
the primacy of psychological safety may need
to be shared with students to highlight the
relevance and meaningfulness of the activity.
There is growing evidence documenting the
influence of a safe and open team climate on
team effectiveness and performance.?'-?% At

a more micro-level, concerning specific skills,
students should be given opportunities to see
the relevance of inquiry and listening in
promoting psychological safety. While
implementing the activity outlined in this
chapter in several settings at EPFL, we noticed
how students naturally bring up components
related to psychological safety when they are
asked to reflect on their prior team
experiences. The challenge is that many
individuals take for granted that they possess
skills in inquiry and effective listening.

Building on students’ experiences with
teamwork, educators can demonstrate
examples and incorporate exercises on how
skillful conversation can contribute to f
lourishing individual and team capacity. In
doing so, it is essential to employ active
learning strategies, e.g., think-pair- share, and
whole class discussion.

CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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How does this activity help your students
to develop these skills?

Although opportunities for teamwork

within engineering curricula have been growing
through various experiential activities, such

as design projects, less attention has been
paid to the conceptual underpinnings of
collaboration and the need for explicit
instruction for developing teamwork
competencies. As highlighted in several
exemplar reports and publications, there is a
need for systematic instruction of teamwork
skills and paying attention to the process of
collaboration, in addition to outcomes. 82425
Empirical studies have documented the
benefits of explicit instruction of professional
skills.?® This activity has been designed to
explicitly address communication
competencies needed to build psychological
safety, specifically at the earlier stages of the
collaboration process, when trust and norms
are developing within teams.?” One of the
things that could enhance the effectiveness of
interventions centered around psychological
safety is creating conditions for vulnerability
and self-disclosure.® Incorporating
components that encourage students to
present their authentic self, who they are, what
their strengths or areas they would consider
for improvement are in connection with a given
task would be some strategies to promote
authenticity and conversational disclosure.

In terms of targeted transversal skills, we
employed a trident framework?® as a practi-
cal structure for teaching transversal skills—
please see Chapters 1 + 2 of this book for an
in-depth presentation of the framework.

The three aspects of the trident are:

Knowing: the factual knowledge and
concepts that underpin a skill. For instance,
different phases of effective listening.

Experiencing: focused, low-risk opportunities
to practise the relevant skills while attending to
the process, ideally with rapid feedback and a
chance to iterate. For example, practicing
asking open and genuine questions in an
interview exercise.

CHAPTER1 CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4

Learning from experience: meta-cognitive
and meta-emotional reflection about the
experience of implementing conceptual
knowledge and procedural skills. For
example, reflecting on how and when
students encouraged participation (or showed
genuine interest).

An important element of this activity is the use
of tangibles. Similar to the other activities in
this handbook, we used tangibles, in this case
LEGO bricks, to support social affordance
and at least one of the three levels of the
trident framework. Our approach to using
tangibles in this particular activity is
methodologically akin to the core process of
LEGO Serious Play (LSP), which facilitates
building and sharing stories about the
intangible world.?® Specifically, we asked
student to build and share individual models
using LEGO bricks, and then, build shared
models and stories.?® The process creates a
safe environment®® that facilitates equality of
participation and voices.®'3 It is both playful
and meaningful. It can create a context
involving participants in the state of “flow”
where they can be fully engaged and
absorbed in the activity while following a
purpose. We posit that the overall process
and its essential underlying components of
tangible activity align with the overall goal of
cultivating psychological safety. In adapting
the activity, educators should be clear about
the purpose and communicate that the focus
is on meaning/stories (rather than models). It
is also helpful to let students know that the
use of LEGO bricks in visualizing and
presenting ideas may remove barriers to
self-expression and authentic voices,*'
enhance safety in presenting challenging
ideas,* otherwise hard to express.

The process as a whole aligns with
conceptualizations of psychological safety,
where individuals should be their authentic
selves without fear of negative consequences.*

Let’s examine the details of the learning
activity that addresses foundational skills in
creating safe and open team climate, inquiry
and effective listening. Notice how we

CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7 CHAPTER 8
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started the activity with a reflective exercise by
inviting students to think and discuss about

a good team experience [slide 1]. This brief
discussion is not only an effective warm-up,
including when students just got to know their
team members, but also helps educators to
naturally make the connection with different
aspects of the collaboration process [slide 2].
In what follows, we present the details of
each phase, knowing, experiencing, and
learning from experience, based on the

order implemented.

Knowing: Students are introduced to the
complexity of the collaboration process, the
nature of their team project, and the
importance of a safe and open team climate
[slides 2-4]. To underline how psychological
safety can be operationalized in team settings,
students are introduced to the three pillars of
psychological safety, framing the work as
learning problem, acknowledging fallibility,
and modeling curiosity®* that will be attainable
through skillful conversation [slides 5-6].
Focusing on inquiry skills, different forms of
questions can be demonstrated by using
examples. We encourage educators to invite
students to share their examples/experiences
[slides 7-9].

Experiencing: To help students imagine a
challenging situation and apply what they
have learned about the difference between
telling and inquiry and ways to frame and
pose questions, they are asked to complete
the exercise | [handout A]. Then, students
are invited to share their insights with the
whole group.

Knowing: Now focusing on effective listening,
students are introduced to the major stages

and elements of effective listening. Here again,
students are invited to share if they have any
specific examples or experiences [slides 10-14].

Experiencing: Students are asked to complete
an exercise on effective listening in which they
imagine how different responses are received
by the speaker. They are encouraged to think
about other potential responses and share their
insights with the whole group [handout B].

CHAPTER 2 CHAPTER 3 CHAPTER 4

Experiencing: To bring the two skill sets
together and create a more holistic and realistic
practice situation, students are asked to pair
up in their groups and interview each other
about situations in which working in teams was
difficult for them [slide 15]. Note that the theme
again is team experience; students often have
something to say about it; it is meaningful

and personal. During the implementation, we
did not give much time for preparation as this
triggers a more authentic reflection. It is worth
noting that teachers can choose other subjects
for the interview, for instance, related to the
definition and requirements of the team project.

Learning from experience: Students are
invited to reflect individually on the interview
experience, what went well and what could
be improved [handout C]. Then, they are
invited to share specific instances in which
their peers encouraged their participation or
where they could do better to create a more
positive climate.

Experiencing: Here is another opportunity

for students to practice and be mindful of
effective inquiry and listening in conversations.
Students are first asked to build a model of
themselves as a member of their groups using
LEGO bricks and share the model with their
team members [slide 16]. Then, they are
asked to make a group representation of what
their team looks like considering the proposed
criteria [slide 17]. The activity enables
students to visualize ideas, experiment
through feedback and co-construction, and
move towards building a shared vision about
their team and task.® Meanwhile, it creates
experiential opportunities for self-expression
and practicing conversation skills.

Learning from experience: Students reflect
on their experience with the group activity
using LEGO bricks [handout D]. Then,
students reflect on their overall experience
by answering the prompts; to be an effective
exercise, a follow-up discussion should take
place either in small groups (e.g., think-pair-
share) or the whole class [slide 18].

CHAPTER 5 CHAPTER 6 CHAPTER 7
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A member of your team is not contributing as expected and is becoming less engaged in
team meetings. You are not sure why. As a team member, you are worried about this.

What do you say in a one-on-one conversation?

What do you say in a team meeting?

On your own, think about different ways you could address the issue by:

. Telling (without questions)

ll. Asking a confrontive question

lll. Asking a genuine question

Schein and Schein (2021)

go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY HANDOUT
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HANDOUT B Exercise Il eee—3T PLAY
One of your classmates worked hard and prepared an outline for the term paper. Your
professor asks them to change the topic and redo the entire outline. They are disappointed.
In a meeting with several peers, they say, “| can’t believe | have to redo this. | really worked
hard on looking at the literature and drafting the outline, and now | have to do it all over
again.”
Based on what we have discussed on effective listening, how will each response be received
by the person? Can you think of the main reasons?
A: “That’s not so bad; | had to entirely redo it. That’s normal.”
B: “It is just a simple rewrite. No worries. I've heard several students changed their entire
reports last semester.”
C: “You have to rewrite the outline you’ve worked on for the past three weeks? You sound
really frustrated.”
Other potential responses?
DeVito (2022)

go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY HANDOUT
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How was it to do this exercise?

What have you done to create a genuine relationship with your peer?

When you reflect on what you have said and/or have done, what are the things that you did
well?

When you reflect on what you have said and/or have done, what are the areas that you
would like to work on?

What are the moments, interactions or comments that made you feel that you are valued
and respected by your peer?

go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY HANDOUT
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What are the moments, interactions or comments that you think made your peer feel valued
and respected?

Have a brief conversation with your peer and discuss how/when your peer showed genuine
interest and encouraged your participation (at least one instance) and how/when they could
better support your participation and foster a more positive climate (at least one instance).

go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY HANDOUT
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How was it to do this exercise? (How did it go?)

How did you show to the members of your team that you are open to questions, ideas, and
feedback?

Can you remember what types of questions you asked?

How did you invite the others to share ideas and concerns?

How did you contribute to creating a safe environment?

How did you demonstrate effective and thoughtful listening?

go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY HANDOUT @
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LIST OF MATERIALS

A
\

(O Slides to facilitate this activity
O 1x Handout A per student
O 1x Handout B per student
O 1x Handout C per student
O 1x Handout D per student

O Mixed selection of classic LEGO bricks, special elements, and minifigure parts,
and one baseplate for each team to build their group representation

MORE ABOUT 3T PLAY

®
To learn more about the 3T PLAY We would love to hear your ideas
project and to access more materials, about this activity! Please visit
please visit go.epfl.ch/3TPLAY go.epfl.ch/3Tfeedback

HOW TO CITE THIS CHAPTER

Jalali, Y., Alberink, B., Dehler Zufferey, J., and Mondada, F. (with Isaac, S., Petringa, N.,
Winzenried, N., and Tormey, R.). 2024. How to support students to cultivate psychological
safety in their teams. In 3T PLAY (Eds.), TEACHING TRANSVERSAL SKILLS FOR ENGI-
NEERING STUDENTS: a practical handbook of activities with tangibles, Centre for Learn-
ing Sciences EPFL, Lausanne.

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.11192095
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