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Abstract
The aim of this article is to investigate how and what kinds of relational and shared 
practices were co-created within a multicultural team in a higher education col-
laborative learning environment. The students interacted while working towards the 
shared goal of co-constructing knowledge. The study provides insight into how stu-
dent teams can actively build collaboration in learning spaces through manifesting 
relational leadership. Shared and relational practices refer broadly to all the knowl-
edge, attitudes and skills that emerge from team interaction. A compound theoretical 
framework combining relational leadership and leadership trichotomy was adapted 
to study what particular factors enable shared and relational practices. The qualita-
tive study drew data from students’ reflections and group discussions in an interven-
tion which served as a space for experimentation in collaboration and dialogue. The 
results showed that the students practised Co-sensing and Co-shaping to effectively 
allow knowledge co-construction. A broadening perception of diversity and the per-
ception that barriers were a doorway to new relational possibilities enabled Co-sens-
ing and Co-shaping to work in collaboration. The results of the study could provide 
new insights for other kinds of higher education learning environments.

Keywords Higher education · Relational leadership · Shared and relational 
practices · Collaborative learning · Knowledge co-construction

 * Bhavani Ramamoorthi 
 bhramamo@student.jyu.fi

 Aini-Kristiina Jäppinen 
 aini-kristiina.jappinen@jyu.fi

 Matti Taajamo 
 matti.taajamo@jyu.fi

1 University of Jyväskylä, Jyvaskyla, Finland
2 Faculty of Education and Psychology, University of Jyväskylä, Jyvaskyla, Finland
3 Finnish Institute for Educational Research, University of Jyväskylä, Jyvaskyla, Finland

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0939-4686
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4774-3843
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4651-8430
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s43545-021-00210-w&domain=pdf


 SN Soc Sci           (2021) 1:211   211  Page 2 of 24

Introduction

A large number of studies in higher education examine learning from a perspec-
tive that draws on knowledge co-construction in collaboration (e.g. DamŞa et al. 
2013; Heo et al. 2010; Van Schalkwyk and D’Amato 2015). A majority of them 
examine online virtual learning environments (Heo et al. 2010; Putambekar 2006; 
Zheng et  al. 2015) and a few focus on class-based learning in the context of 
higher education (Ahn and Class 2011; Van Den Bossche et al. 2006).

It is by social interaction that individuals in these environments construct 
knowledge, share existing ideas and create new ones as a collective accomplish-
ment by means of shared and relational practices (Greeno 2006). The perspec-
tive of sharing and relations is adopted in this article to explore how shared and 
relational practices in social interaction contribute to knowledge co-construction 
in higher education learning processes.

Studies that focus on collaborative learning in higher education include knowl-
edge as an important aspect of the environment (Hong and Sullivan 2009; Lai 
2015). Many studies relating to collaborative learning examine knowledge 
building, knowledge creation, problem solving and the implementation of ideas 
regarding learning in interaction, especially in small group settings. Among cur-
rent studies in higher education, few concentrate on face-to-face learning with a 
focus on how students work together towards knowledge co-construction. In such 
a context, social interaction becomes a fundamental element of collaboration 
(Valsiner 1994).

Collective and socially constructed learning is highly important in the global, 
interconnected society. Consequently, it is essential that higher education research 
also focuses on practices in collaboration (Kezar et al. 2006) for effective learn-
ing processes. This article looks particularly at the co-creation of relational and 
shared practices in collaborative interactions among a multicultural team of 
higher education students. In examining this, we benefit from the idea of social 
constructivism. This study does not use this theory to examine shared and rela-
tional practices but rather utilizes it as the context for knowledge construction in 
shared learning environments. In these environments, learning and knowledge co-
construction are not viewed as individual experiences but as a shared one, real-
ized through shared and relational practices (Järvelä and Järvenoja 2011; Wilkin-
son 2011).

In knowledge co-construction, the theory of relational agency in practice 
(Edwards 2005a, 2011) adds knowledge on how the ability to engage with the 
world is enhanced by working with others. Knowledge co-construction requires 
an environment or system that is open and allows for relational agency to emerge. 
There is fluidity in the learning space (Hosking 1988) that allows for one to seek 
help and give help when needed. It helps to understand what mediates collabo-
ration across practice boundaries (Edwards 2012) as team members align their 
resources towards achieving a shared goal (Edwards 2005b).

In order to study shared and relational practices that are co-created in a 
socially constructed learning environment, the theory of relational leadership is 
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used (Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011; Pearce and Manz 2005; Uhl-Bien 2006). Rela-
tional leadership is a relational and ethical process wherein people attempt to 
effect positive change (Komives et  al. 2013). The theory has gained interest in 
recent years (Drath 2001; Endres and Weibler 2017; Uhl-Bien 2006), and a large 
number of studies have concentrated on organizational teams and the interaction 
among team personnel (Crevani et al. 2007; Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011; Fairhurst 
and Uhl-Bien 2012).

This paper contributes to the existing need for literature of relational leadership 
in higher education with a focus on the students. Studies on relational leadership 
in the context of higher education are limited and fall mainly into two categories. 
First, there are studies on leadership within systems, which focus on people in posi-
tional roles in leadership (Biddix 2010; Branson et  al. 2016; Kezar et  al. 2006). 
Fewer studies focus on relational leadership among higher education students (Cav-
iglia 2010; Komives 2012; Komives et al. 2006). Those that do exist usually aim to 
understand how leadership identity is constructed, and how leadership capacity is 
built among students. These studies are based on social change leadership models 
(Komives 2012; Komives et al. 2009). Our study adds a fresh perspective, specifi-
cally relational and shared practices executed in collaboration.

These practices are examined through a leadership ‘trichotomy model’ of know-
ing-being-doing (Komives et al. 2013; Snook et al. 2012). In applying this model, 
we gain understanding of how a multicultural group functioned as a team and 
achieved its purposes in collaboration through shared and relational practices. The 
reason to conduct the study among a multicultural group of students was to exam-
ine the phenomenon in an environment that requires a deeper sense of relational 
connection and interdependence, integrated through shared and relational practices. 
This learning process differs fundamentally, for example, from the process involved 
when students have similar cultural backgrounds and share the same language.

Consequently, the study was conducted in a particular learning environment—
called the Collaboratories Lab—with a group of multicultural students whose learn-
ing interactions were led by inquiry and deep questioning. The lab provided an 
adequate context within which to examine shared and relational practices and, in 
particular, the factors that enabled the students to flourish despite inevitable barriers. 
It was a self-designed intervention in which the students worked towards building 
shared knowledge on collaboration and were empowered by social interaction. The 
shared and relational practices that were co-created during their collaborative inter-
actions were examined. The students’ individual and group reflections and learning 
assignments were viewed through the relational leadership theory and the knowing-
being-doing model.

Collaboratively and socially constructed learning

Individuals acquire knowledge from interaction in social situations. Scardamalia 
and Bereiter (1994) state that in collaborative knowledge-building communities, 
students increasingly take charge of their learning, lead discussions, offer new per-
spectives and learn in dynamic social environments. Thus, groups of people are 
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acknowledged as the source of knowledge construction. Consequently, it is expected 
that student teams that bring together people with different experiences, values and 
knowledge are more effective than individuals at solving problems. However, to 
be able to solve problems adequately, the students may face challenges in integrat-
ing different perspectives and developing a shared understanding of the problem at 
hand. This can be accomplished through rich interaction, interactive discussion and 
negotiation (Van Den Bossche et al. 2006). An essential ingredient of collaborative 
learning is the interaction between individuals and collaborative learning activities, 
which are intrinsically interactions between diverse perspectives that enable shared 
knowledge building (Puntambekar 2006). Individuals bring their unique knowledge 
and perspectives to the learning space, creating new understandings based on the 
interactions.

A large number of studies on collaborative learning in higher education rely 
on the theory of social constructivism (Gewerc et al. 2014; Marzouki et al. 2017). 
Therefore, we will use social interaction as the larger framework to aid in under-
standing how higher education students co-create shared and relational practices. 
Social constructivism emphasizes that social realities are intersubjectively con-
structed in everyday interactions (Endres and Weibler 2017; Prawat and Floden 
1994). It represents knowledge as a human product and states that meaningful learn-
ing occurs when individuals are engaged in social activities such as interaction and 
collaboration (Von Glasersfeld 1995).

Social constructivism emphasizes that the world becomes socially meaningful 
when it is interpreted in relation to other subjects rather than reality constructed 
through subjective humans acts (Endres and Weibler 2017; Fairhurst and Grant 
2010; Hosking 2011; Uhl-Bien 2006). Meanings are produced on an ongoing 
basis while structures are created that are stable but allow for change as interac-
tions evolve over a period of time (Fairhurst and Grant 2010). Instead of focusing on 
the subjective experiences of people involved in relationships, another way to study 
these team interactions is to synthesize the relational spaces among team members 
as relational leadership (Crevani et al. 2010; Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011), which is at 
the core of this article.

Relational leadership as the theoretical perspective to examine shared 
and relational practices

There is a growing body of leadership literature that examines leadership as a col-
lective phenomenon, that is, in plural terms in which different people interact with 
a shared goal and purpose (Crevani et al. 2007; Endres and Weibler 2017; Raelin 
2011). Diverse labels such as ‘shared’ (Fletcher and Kaufer 2003; Kocolowski 2010; 
Lambert 2002), ‘distributed’ (Drath et al. 2008; Spillane 2005), ‘collective’ (Hilliard 
2010; Raelin 2011, 2014), ‘relational’ (Crevani et al. 2010; Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien 
2012; Uhl-Bien 2006) and ‘post-heroic’ (Collinson 2018; Crevani et al. 2007) are 
used to define the phenomenon. Literature on plural notions of leadership consider 
leadership to be a process that stretches across many actors (Denis et al. 2012; Spill-
ane 2005).
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Leadership in plural is more likely to develop in contexts where individuals have 
distinctive expertise requiring them to exert some autonomy to achieve task integra-
tion with others (Denis et al. 2012). This collaboration is more than the sharing of 
knowledge and information. The purpose is to create a shared vision and strategies 
that address concerns that go beyond the scope of any particular party (Komives 
et  al. 2013). Consequently, scholars highlight the need for a new vocabulary that 
emphasizes the practices contributing to setting a direction (Barge and Fairhurst 
2008; Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011).

The perspective that leadership is situated in interactions can be associated with 
the term relational leadership and constitutes an effort to view leadership as embed-
ded in rich human connections and interdependencies among members in an organi-
zation (Denis et al. 2012; Uhl-Bien 2006). Consequently, we will use the concept of 
relational leadership as our first theoretical framework to examine shared and rela-
tional practices in co-constructing knowledge.

There has been a strong need to re-conceptualize leadership as something that 
evolves in social interactions with an emphasis on relationships (Crevani et al. 2007; 
Pearce and Manz 2005; Raelin 2011). From a relational perspective, leadership 
is viewed as a social reality and emergent property that is embedded in a context 
(Dachler and Hosking 1995; Hosking 1988). In relational leadership, diverse people 
shape and create the context, contributing new meaning to a shared purpose and 
goal (Caviglia 2010; Komives et  al. 2013). Uhl-Bien (2006, p. 655) defines rela-
tional leadership as ‘a social influence process through which emergent coordina-
tion (i.e. evolving social order) and change (e.g. new values, attitudes, approaches, 
behaviors and ideologies) are constructed and produced’.

In relational leadership, the interdependencies among team members leads to an 
emerging social order (Hosking 1988). Hence, leadership is not restricted to hier-
archical roles but occurs in dynamic relations throughout an organization, among a 
group of people. When the focus on individual attributes associated with leadership 
is removed, the attention shifts to exploring the ways by which members collabo-
rate and move relationally through dialogue with each other (McNamee 2012). Here, 
shared and relational practice become the focus.

Connecting two complementary leadership models to examine shared 
and relational practices

In order to examine the shared and relational practices that were co-created by the 
student teams, this study utilizes two leadership models, the relational leadership 
model and the knowing-being-doing model.

The relational leadership model

The first model is the relational leadership model (Komives et  al. 2013), which 
describes relational leadership as purposeful, inclusive, empowering and ethical 
(see Fig.  1). This model is essentially developed from higher education studies 
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that relate to the development of leadership identity (Komives et  al. 2009) and 
socially responsible leadership (Dugan and Komives 2010).

This model provides a perspective to examine shared and relational leadership 
practices within diverse learning groups or teams. Individuals can make a mean-
ingful contribution to teamwork when they utilize shared and relational practices 
created within the common learning process. Purpose is situated at the center 
of the model since it provides the context and focus of leadership. According to 
Komives (2013), relational leadership is purposeful when it refers to one’s com-
mitment to a goal or activity, finding a common direction and building a shared 
vision to create a positive change.

Inclusive relational leadership means understanding and engaging in a diver-
sity of views, approaches that include aspects of individuality, gender and culture. 
Valuing equity and exercising web-like thinking where one sees webs of connec-
tion in resolving issues are essential elements of inclusivity. Relational leadership 
is also empowering. The two main dimensions of empowerment are the sense of 
self-leadership felt by an individual who claims a place in the group process and 
the environment that promotes participation by mitigating any barriers to indi-
vidual involvement (Komives et al. 2013; Shertzer and Schuh 2004). Empowering 
and increased learning at the individual level contribute to a team’s strength and 
collective progress (Kezar et  al. 2006). Finally, the relational leadership model 
emphasizes ethical and moral leadership; ethics are at the core of leadership, and 
without ethics leadership cannot emerge (Ciulla 1998; Komives et al. 2013).

In this study, all the shared and relational practices are considered integral parts 
of a socially constructed learning environment, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Importantly, 
the socially constructed learning environment builds the essential synergy for the 
co-creation of shared and relational practices.

Fig. 1  Relational leadership 
model. Source Komives et al. 
(2013)
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The knowing‑being‑doing model

The second leadership model is that of knowing, being and doing (Snook et  al. 
2012), which examines knowledge, attitudes and skills as the three essential pil-
lars of leadership. The relational leadership process calls for those who are engaged 
in it to be knowledgeable (knowing), to be aware of self and others (being) and to 
act (doing); the knowing-being-doing model as the second perspective is a holis-
tic approach toward leadership development (Komives et  al. 2013; Snook et  al. 
2012). The three components are interrelated, with Komives et  al. (2013, p. 100) 
explaining that ‘the knowledge you possess can influence your ways of thinking, 
which can influence your actions’. In addition, the way that one exists in this world 
(being) influences actions and behaviors. This interrelated pattern is a circular path 
(Komives et  al. 2013). The ‘being’, or the attitudinal domain, is characterized by 
deep, enduring structures of the self: how the learner engages issues of personal 
integrity and purpose, with a focus on the ethical dimensions of life. Educators 
have considered this to be the most crucial goal of higher education (Mentkowski & 
Associates 2000, as cited in Snook et al. 2012).

To study the learning process of relational leadership and the shared and rela-
tional practices that result from this process, it is important that one acquires knowl-
edge (knowing), integrates that knowledge with beliefs and attitudes (being) and 
applies these attitudes and knowledge in daily life as action (doing). This framework 
is used to study an individual and a group for leadership in its three key dimensions. 
Consequently, this article uses the knowing-being-doing model as its second source 
of theory (Komives et al. 2013).

Students who already possess wisdom and expertise enter an educational con-
text with questions, a history of learning relationships and diverse ways in which 
they connect to the subject matter. The richness of their learning and knowledge co-
construction is further heightened with added understanding of the relational space 
where they exercise shared actions with fellow students. This can lead to deeper 
shared and relational practices in higher education learning environments (McNa-
mee 2012) in terms of relational leadership embedded in social interactions.

The two models used in this article to study the relational space arise from two 
different paradigms. These paradigms serve as lenses through which to study inter-
actions among students and their co-created shared and relational practices. Both 
models have their own distinct features of leadership, enriching our understanding 
of the relational space of knowledge construction. This lends new meanings and 
deeper connections to socially constructed higher education learning environments.

Method

We will exploit the relational leadership model combined with the knowing-being-
doing model as our theoretical framework to examine the shared and relational 
practices that a multicultural group of higher education students created in knowl-
edge construction together. Consequently, the research questions are as follows: 1. 
What kind of relational and shared practices do higher education students create in 
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collaboration to co-construct knowledge? 2. What factors enable, in particular, the 
co-creation of shared and relational practices?

Study context

The paper is based on an international study course called the Collaboratories Lab. 
The Collaboratories Lab was a self-designed intervention designed by the first 
author where students worked towards building knowledge capital on collaboration. 
Their areas of specialization (in their degree) included psychology, teacher educa-
tion, special education and educational leadership. Prior to the start of the course, 
the participants were informed of the study’s content and aims as well as their rights 
to anonymity. The main element of the course was to introduce collaborative activi-
ties centered on education that involved working in small groups or as a class. Dia-
logue was an integral part of these activities. This was followed by an online discus-
sion with reflections based on students’ face-to-face learning experiences, around 
their experiences of working in groups.

In the Collaboratories Lab, the students engaged in immersive collaborative 
activities enabled through multimodal engagement, such as collaborative games, 
theater, appreciative inquiry, art and dialogue. This lab was designed based on 
experimental collaborative exercises such as the marshmallow challenge (Al-Khalifa 
2017; Anthony 2014; Suzuki et  al. 2016). It also included collaborative activities 
based on theater and storytelling (Auvinen et  al. 2013; Boje et  al. 2015; Orr and 
Bennett 2017). A major part of the course involved students actively engaging in the 
practice of appreciative inquiry, which is a model for solving problems through a 
creative thinking process that has been studied in context to collaboration and rela-
tional leadership (Bright et al. 2006; Sim 2019).

Data

The Collaboratories Lab included eight students, five of whom were exchange stu-
dents and three of whom were pursuing a master’s degree in education. The multi-
cultural group consisted of two men and six women from five different countries: 
India, Taiwan, Japan, Wales and Italy. The students were assigned pseudonyms to 
protect their anonymity (Table 1). The group interacted face to face in class meet-
ings of either two hours or four hours each. In total, there were 30 contact hours. The 
students also spent approximately 30 h in group reflections and online discussions 
following class interactions, and the course was worth 5 ECTS (requiring approxi-
mately 135 h of work). They met for 11 contact sessions over a three-month period.

The data for this paper include students’ individual and group reflections on the 
discussion forum and their final learning assignment, which was to assemble a col-
laboration tool kit meant to aid their future roles in education. Their face-to-face 
group discussions were audio- and video-recorded. The audio recordings were tran-
scribed into text, and thematic data analysis was conducted. Paintings and visual 
products were also produced by the students as part of the course. However, these 
visual data were not used in this article.
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Analysis

Data coding followed the model of thematic analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke 
(2006). Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting pat-
terns (themes) within data. The thematic analysis was conducted deductively so that 
existing theoretical concepts informed the coding and theme development, allowing 
the analysis to move beyond the obvious meanings in the data. The themes were 
derived by connecting the relational leadership model and the knowing-doing-being 
model, in accordance with Komives et al. (2013) (Table 2). The data were first scru-
tinized through the lens of these models so that existing criss-crossed conceptualiza-
tions informed the coding and theme development (Table 2).

The research team consisted of three members. The first author was in charge of 
analyzing the data. The second and third authors were involved in the article writ-
ing process and provided support with the necessary literature, guided the methodo-
logical process and checked the analysis systematically. The first author provided the 
data to all of the team members. The data were discussed during the research team 
meetings, and it was determined that the data accurately represented the information 
provided by the participants. The first author marked and coded in the text those 
places that represented the criss-crossing conceptualizations of the two models. 
Each code was given a description to identify what it represented with regard to the 
different analytical units (i.e. parts of sentences, whole sentences or larger sections). 
The practical data coding was conducted using the Atlas.ti software.

Two major themes of co-sensing and co-shaping as shared and relational prac-
tices arose from the thematic analysis. The criss-crossed conceptualizations for co-
sensing mainly embodied web-like thinking, being open to differences, believing 
everyone can make a difference, encouraging and affirming others and building coa-
litions. These all represent practices that enabled the students to experience them-
selves as one interconnected working organism with rich interdependencies integral 
to their learning interactions. Co-shaping is a synthesis of the conceptualizations of 

Table 1  Details on the study participants

Participant pseudonym Gender Country Student role Degree program

Audrey Female Taiwan Full-time student Master’s degree
Cecilia Female Wales Exchange student Bachelor’s degree
Diana Female Italy Exchange student Bachelor’s + mas-

ter’s five-year 
degree program

Emma Female Italy Exchange student Bachelor’s degree
Gina Female India Full-time student Master’s degree
Samantha Female Italy Exchange student Bachelor’s + mas-

ter’s five-year 
degree program

Steven Male India Full-time student Master’s degree
Thomas Male Japan Exchange student Bachelor’s degree
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common purpose, commitment, envisioning, framing and reframing, the promotion 
of self-leadership and the willingness to share power. Co-shaping represents the stu-
dents operating as one collective team leading them towards a shared goal. Exam-
ples of the major themes of co-shaping and co-sensing are presented in Table 3.

Criss-crossing the two leadership models also helped clarify how the practices 
enabled the team to exceed the inevitable barriers that always arise in multicultural 
higher education learning settings. Here, the data from co-sensing and co-shaping 
were utilized based on the answer to the first research question and the theoretical 
framework of relational leadership. The theory lends the elements synonymous to 
co-shaping and co-sensing that enabled the team to overcome barriers. Integral to 
relational leadership are a shared vision (Komives et al. 2013) and the way in which 
diverse people shape and create the context and contribute new meaning to a shared 
goal (Caviglia 2010; Komives et al. 2013). Embedded in these interactions are rich 
human connections and interdependencies (Denis et al. 2012; Uhl-Bien 2006) with 
the emerging social order and the new values, attitudes, approaches and behaviors 
that are constructed and produced (Hosking 1988; Uhl-Bien 2006). Members col-
laborate and move relationally through dialogue (McNamee 2012), actively practic-
ing relational leadership and exercising shared and relational practices.

Findings

The first research question aimed to examine what kinds of relational and shared 
practices multicultural higher education students use in collaboration to co-construct 
knowledge. The purpose of the first research question was to define the concept of 
shared and relational practices. Several conceptualizations (Table  2) were identi-
fied. They concerned the way the team operated when they worked to co-construct 
knowledge in collaboration. From the thematic analysis (Table 2), two main themes 
arose: co-sensing and co-shaping (Table 3).

The shared and relational practices of co‑sensing

The students were aware of their relational interdependence in functioning as a team 
to achieve a common purpose. Being able to observe themselves and their intercon-
nectedness in the team helped them work towards knowledge co-construction with 
commitment and inclusivity. We labeled this co-sensing. This term originates from a 
leadership Theory U designed by Otto Scharmer (2009) to use systems thinking and 
learning to collectively actualize an emerging future. Co-sensing involves creating 
a social field of relationships between individuals, exercising deep observation to 
connect diverse people and places and sense the system as a whole. Here, the criss-
crossed sections utilized were web-like thinking, being open to differences, encour-
aging and affirming others, believing everyone can make a difference and building 
coalitions (Tables 2, 3).

Consequently, in this article, co-sensing refers to the relational and shared prac-
tices of the team when the members sensed themselves as one interconnected organ-
ism. Even though the students came from varied cultural and learning backgrounds, 
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their ideas formed a scaffolding of web-like connections. With their openness to dif-
ferences and belief that everyone can make a difference, they built rich human con-
nections. The following statement by one of the participants expresses the emphasis 
on relationships when in collaboration and the students’ sense of themselves as one 
energetic whole.

The other two aspects of collaboration that I identified are energy and rela-
tionship building….The group had a positive energy, and as we had continu-
ous discussions our relationships became stronger. …even though we are from 
completely different set-ups, we are connected by our ideas. (Gina)

In working collectively towards a common purpose, the team found it essential 
that they felt aligned to each other. The following quote is a reflection on the sense 
of co-creation that arose out of the feeling of connectedness within the group and 
the students’ sense that they were able to bring themselves with authenticity to the 
learning space. It is representative of coalition building, which is fundamental to 
co-sensing.

I was able to connect better with the persons I was talking to. It comes down to 
feeling comfortable emotionally with the people I was interacting and feeling 
in line with myself.… Emotional alignment is crucial when it comes to co-
creation. (Audrey)

The practice of encouraging and affirming others adds to an empowering environ-
ment for knowledge co-construction, and it aids in building coalitions:

Thinking of ‘being encouraging’…the ability to understand when and how to 
be encouraging; to listen to evaluate if and how to help those in front of you; to 
be helpful without changing or influencing…aspects that belong to the person. 
(Samantha)

The students’ experiences are representative of web-like thinking and of aware-
ness of the coalitions they were building and supporting with the necessary rela-
tional practices. Through co-sensing, they maintained their self-awareness and sus-
tained their alignment with others at a cognitive and emotional level.

The shared and relational practices of co‑shaping

The other major shared and relational practice is co-shaping, which is realized when 
individuals operate as a team—as one whole organism—working towards a collec-
tive vision. The conceptualizations exploited from Komives’ criss-crossing were 
common purpose, commitment, envisioning, framing and reframing, the promotion 
of self-leadership and the willingness to share power (Tables  2, 3). The term co-
shaping also originates from the Theory U developed by Scharmer (2009), which 
refers to co-shaping as embodying and institutionalizing the new. The Theory U 
argues that when we are more fully aware of our interior condition from which our 
attention and actions originate, we can contribute to situations more effectively, co-
shaping a desired future.
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Thus, in this article, co-shaping refers to the process by which a team shares a 
common vision and works as a whole towards its goal of knowledge co-construc-
tion, thereby realizing its collective potential. The following quote expresses how 
a shared goal is fundamental when a team works together. Listening becomes an 
essential practice that increases the team’s ability to operate effectively.

A collaborative team should have a common goal and…motivation at its 
base… another important aspect is recognizing oneself as a member of the 
group, so feeling a sense of belonging, no matter if the members do not know 
each other well. …to have a climate of listening and respect to make the group 
work effectively. (Emma)

Framing and reframing is a relational practice that helps the team work as one 
whole. The quote below shows how students practised framing and reframing when 
working as a team and remaining conscious of the cognitive shifts necessary to 
enhance collaboration:

I tend to capture only those ideas that resonate with my train of thought.…I 
will make a conscious effort to stay engaged and focused in the present and to 
keep my eyes, ears and mind constantly open to others. (Steven)

The team members described how they practised self-leadership to broaden their 
contributions to the team in working towards the shared goal.

At first…I have [had] almost no idea about what we can handle with the topic. 
But thanks to the collective inquiry, I listened to many varieties of ideas about 
it from other colleagues, and I could build something. (Thomas)

During the interactions, the students reciprocally moved between leading and 
showing willingness to be led. The students perceived power as a shared resource. 
The following quote reflects upon the aspect of willingness to share power and an 
ability to see leadership in the collective.

I like juggling between leading and being led and in both cases, value trust, 
empathy, high expectations, pursuit of excellence, vulnerability and autonomy. 
…It could be said that the shared desire to achieve a particular outcome is the 
foundation of a team. (Steven)

The students’ awareness of being committed to a common purpose drove the 
shared and relational practices of co-shaping. This was further supported as they 
created spaces of shared responsibility, envisioned a desired future collectively and 
furthered their capacity for self-leadership.

Enabling co‑sensing and co‑shaping

The second research question addressed the factors that would enable the creation of 
co-sensing and co-shaping. The data related to the shared and relational practices of 
co-sensing and co-shaping revealed two enabling features: a broadening perception 
of diversity and the perception of barriers as relational possibilities.
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A broadening perception of diversity

In their reflections, the students considered diversity as an enabler of shared and 
relational practices. The practice of being able to sense themselves as one inter-
connected team (co-sensing) and the shared goal of working towards knowledge 
co-construction (co-shaping) were enabled by the perception of diversity as an 
invitation to further relational practices. The students observed themselves as 
diverse individuals—as a diverse team—and worked towards building coali-
tions. As diverse people, they shaped and created the context by contributing 
new meaning to a shared purpose and goal (Caviglia 2010; Komives et al. 2013). 
Being open to differences and believing that everyone can make a difference 
are essential to knowledge co-construction, wherein group members collaborate 
and move relationally through dialogue with each other (McNamee 2012). This 
required that the students carry themselves in this space of diversity with the 
willingness to connect to different ideas and establish web-like thinking, broaden-
ing their perception of working together. This is expressed in the following quote:

Even when 5 people from different backgrounds, cultures, beliefs and reli-
gions collaborate…differences can engage stories and past experiences... I 
also learned to appreciate different aspects of dialogue and discussion by 
giving time to lead, listen, question, contrast and reflect, and in turn, all 
members enhanced inquiry. (Cecilia)

In their interactions, the students invited all voices with an open mind and con-
nected with realities outside their existing mental models. Framing and reframing 
occurred at an individual level, with the intention to move beyond existing mental 
maps and past experiences of working in groups. This shared practice allowed 
co-sensing and co-shaping to emerge and required the students to immerse them-
selves in the space of uncertainty that normally lies within diverse learning set-
tings, directing the inquiry process towards the shared goal:

In the past I often had the perception that components of a group ended up 
having perhaps only stress in common. …Thanks to the work done on the 
basis of this method I was able to directly experience…effective…true col-
laboration. (Samantha)

The presence of diversity encourages students to build new perspectives and 
orientations, leading them to carry out relevant actions and move towards a pro-
cess of evolving social order with emergent coordination (Uhl-Bien 2006):

One aspect that was both an enabler and a constraint is our diversity. It ena-
bles us to widen our horizons of thinking and get exposure, but at the same 
time, we tried hard to find a common context to move forward. (Gina)
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Perceiving barriers as doorways to new relational possibilities

A multicultural student team engaging in collaborative learning interactions also 
faces barriers due to its diversity. Whenever faced with a barrier, the students 
relied on shared and relational practices that were inclusive, purposeful, empow-
ering and ethical for a desired course of action. These were fundamental for the 
emergence of the shared and relational practices of co-sensing and co-shaping. 
The students perceived barriers to collaboration as doorways to new relational 
possibilities. For example, they expressed that a lack of fluency in English was 
a limitation. They felt there were instances when they could not share enough 
information, limiting their contributions to the shared vision. The solution was 
to construct shared and relational practices as their learning interactions evolved, 
with an emphasis on relationships (Crevani et al. 2007; Pearce and Manz 2005; 
Raelin 2011). The following quote shows how students felt supported and how 
they supported others in their interactions despite language difficulties:

Communication is a two-way responsibility. …The listeners have just as much 
responsibility to try and understand the speaker, such as…[using] the mirroring 
technique by paraphrasing what the speaker said to make sure he or she under-
stood the message correctly. (Diana)

The fundamental factors enabling co-shaping were the team members’ feelings 
of connection to the realization of the shared goal, their commitment to the process 
despite barriers and their promotion of a sense of self-leadership:

I was quite critical of myself because I was aware of my language limitations, but 
I wanted to participate and contribute.… I didn’t manage to make myself under-
stood as I would have liked, but inside me it’s very strong and clear the desire to 
collaborate in the realization of this project. (Emma)

In sum, practising the art of listening, being open to differences and practicing web-
like thinking helped the students believe each team member could make a difference. 
Reinforcing relational practices enabled co-sensing and co-shaping. These occurred in 
the dynamic relations among the students (Hosking 1988), leading them towards more 
meaningful and purposeful learning interactions. This is evident in the following quote.

There was [an]...atmosphere in which everyone could feel listened to. …[A] sig-
nificant factor during this experience was the theme of trust in each other, …To 
know that others trust you…allows you to have more motivation in achieving 
the goal. …One of the few experiences of my life in which I felt a collaborative 
atmosphere…(Emma)

Conclusion and discussion

The aim of this research was twofold. First, it sought to examine the shared and 
relational practices that were co-created in higher education within a socially con-
structed learning environment by a multicultural student team. The second aim was 
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to understand the issues that enabled the co-creation of shared and relational prac-
tices despite inevitable barriers. The shared and relational practices were studied 
through the lens of the theory of relational leadership by criss-crossing two models: 
the relational leadership model and the knowing-being-doing model.

The thematic analysis, conducted deductively, uncovered a range of shared and 
relational practices that were synthesized by criss-crossing the models onto two 
major practice themes (Table  3), labeled co-sensing and co-shaping (Scharmer 
2009). They appeared essential to the achievement of common purposes in higher 
education, such as knowledge construction. The shared and relational practices of 
co-sensing and co-shaping resulted from relational leadership when the student team 
started to sense itself, over a period of three months, as one whole, interconnected 
organism working towards a shared goal.

Co-shaping represents the team’s ability to operate with relevant actions to real-
ize a shared goal. It comprises the conceptualizations of common purpose, com-
mitment, envisioning, framing and reframing, the promotion of self-leadership and 
willingness to share power. Co-sensing is a synthesis of web-like thinking, openness 
to differences, encouragement and affirmation of others, the belief that everyone can 
make a difference and coalition building. Both practices were the result of the stu-
dent team feeling connected to the collective aim of knowledge co-construction in 
collaboration.

The ability to exploit co-shaping and co-sensing was enabled by two major fea-
tures: a broadening perception of diversity and the perception of barriers as door-
ways to new relational possibilities. Each of these was enabled by being open to 
differences, undergoing cognitive shifts through framing and reframing, building 
coalitions, listening, encouraging others and promoting a sense of self-leadership. 
For example, research on relational leadership and ‘leadership in the plural’ (Denis 
et al. 2012) confirms our results by highlighting the importance of perceiving diverse 
perspectives and finding collective pathways to lead a team towards a desired goal 
(Fairhurst and Grant 2010; Kezar et al. 2006). The findings also show that the stu-
dents observed themselves as a part of a diverse team, embracing alternative world 
views through co-sensing and co-shaping while recognizing themselves as a single, 
unified entity. This manifested as an effort to make a cognitive shift to build new 
experiences of working in groups, particularly enabled by creating relational bridges 
through dialogue (Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011; Hosking 2011; McNamee 2012). Co-
sensing and co-shaping are, therefore, redefined in this study as amalgamations of 
shared and relational practices inherent to relational leaders, which in this case are 
the students in the team.

The main findings from this study correspond to four out of six strands of rela-
tional leadership as defined by Kezar et al. (2006, p. 69). They argue that (a) rela-
tional leadership is a collective and collaborative process; (b) teams are viewed 
as cultures in which all members are believed to be equal and individual differ-
ences are affirmed; (c) relationship building is emphasized; and (d) differences in 
team settings are believed to advance cognitive complexity. As to research that 
presents relational leadership as a relational and collaborative process intended 
to create positive change, this study indicates that special attention should be 
paid to shared and relational practices that enable the manifestation of relational 
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leadership in diverse higher education learning environments (Kezar et al. 2006; 
Komives et al. 2013). These practices enable the formation of relational leaders 
through socially constructed learning interaction.

These practices are enabled through attempts to build a broadening view of 
diversity and through the perception of existing barriers as relational doorways 
(Fig.  2). Moreover, shared and relational practices that are inclusive, empow-
ering, ethical and purposeful provide the essential synergy and momentum for 
knowledge co-creation. From this, a social order evolves through emerging col-
laboration and new values, and attitudes and behaviors are produced through 
students’ engagement in true relational leadership (Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011; 
Dachler and Hosking 1995; Fletcher 2012; Uhl-Bien 2006).

The connection between learning and leadership is an important area of 
research in higher education and allows us to conceptualize leadership in creative 
ways (Clair 2020; Dempster 2009; Kezar et  al. 2006; Quinlan 2014). Our main 
findings suggest that the major practices of co-sensing and co-shaping, embedded 
with many shared and relational practices, provide higher education student teams 
with effective learning and knowledge construction in a collaborative, socially 
constructed learning environment. Even though the sample size was limited and 
the findings of this study cannot be generalized to different higher education con-
texts, it is important to note that the multicultural student group demonstrated 
effective shared and relational practices while functioning as relational leaders to 
lead themselves to their shared goal. Thus, the findings might provide valuable 
insights into how to foster relational leaders in other higher education contexts. 
The findings also highlight the expanding mind-set that individual students bring 
to leadership through shared and relational practices and contradict the idea that 
leadership is situated only in hierarchies or among students who are presidents of 

Fig. 2  Shared and relational 
practices of relational leadership 
in a socially constructed learn-
ing environment
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university organizations. Hence, the findings suggest that leadership and collabo-
rative learning can co-exist in higher education classrooms.

Learning environments that encourage students to take ownership of the learn-
ing process are key to sustaining collaboration and leadership. Opportunities for 
students to set learning goals collectively and in alignment with larger course 
objectives activate collaboration and leadership. Pedagogical practices should 
help students to consciously and objectively observe and perceive the presence of 
diverse perspectives, enabling them to understand how diverse perspectives can 
co-exist and be used as a resource for furthering knowledge. This, in turn, enables 
collaboration and relational practices that nurture leadership.

In these times of complex global challenges, we need to focus on building 
teams that have the ability to make cognitively complex decisions and adapt to 
multiple worldviews. It is evident that leadership is a collective process that can 
be found among many different groups of individuals on university campuses. 
Our findings indicate how a group of students working together became relational 
leaders and overcame barriers to collaboration through relational practices. This 
study also adds emphasis to the ways in which learning environments serve as 
nourishing spaces in the formation of relational leaders who can go on to become 
future change agents. Finally, the findings provide fresh perspectives for build-
ing stronger learning relationships on campuses among multicultural learning 
communities. In this way, higher education institutions could better prepare their 
students to be competent, both in their lives and in their work within the global 
society.

This study had limitations that should be considered. The relatively small sample 
size of eight students makes it difficult to generalize the findings beyond the scope 
of the study. Thus, future research could include several teams across more diverse 
learning settings. Another limitation is that the course was conducted in English, 
which was a foreign language for some of the students. However, the students used 
their full proficiency of English to express their reflections and showed themselves 
to be sufficiently competent in the group discussions. They also used technological 
tools or peer-support in discussions and when writing their reflections to maintain 
clarity in expression. In addition, the students’ diverse cultural and ethnical back-
grounds may have caused some limitations in being able to relate to the contexts 
of their personal or educational experiences in their home countries. Methodologi-
cally, further studies could use richer methods of data gathering and analysis, such 
as quantitative analysis, diary method or discourse analysis. Follow-up interviews 
and more structured discussions with the students could also be utilized.

In conclusion, our findings offer implications for further research on how both 
relational and task-oriented skills could be involved in higher education learning 
environments and how student teams could maintain attention to fruitful goals and 
objectives and build stronger relationships (Caviglia 2010; Kezar et al. 2006). As is 
the case with most studies in leadership that focus on students, students in leader-
ship roles and leadership identity development among university students (Komives 
2012; Komives et al. 2009), future research may aim to understand spaces of social 
interaction in learning settings and the manifestation of shared leadership within 
those spaces. We need more research on the best practices of student teams and on 
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how student teams overcome barriers to collaboration to build teams that will act 
effectively in global society.

Finally, we suggest that higher education should focus more on students as the 
key actors of relational leadership (i.e. as relational leaders) and thereby help build 
transformative learning spaces within different kinds of demographic settings. 
Higher education might choose to focus on training, or on developing and research-
ing tools, techniques and university pedagogies that are inclined towards building 
shared and relational practices and establishing these practices as key components of 
the learning culture. Designing courses that are experimental in nature but grounded 
in research-based theory can help create open, safe learning environments that allow 
for experiential learning The use of creative teaching tools and powerful, reflective 
questioning that assists in directing learning goals, dialogical interactions, assess-
ment and feedback are essential ingredients to learning. Creating learning spaces 
that acknowledge diversity as a resource and as a scaffolding for integrating varied 
perspectives can lead students towards building stronger, more empowering learning 
relationships.
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