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Context
Three year mixed method 

research project 
Learning styles and e-learning: 
Delivering knowledge and skills 
for health, human service and 

social work managers
(Webster & Harrison-Fletcher, 2009)



Participants were enrolled from 2005 to 
2007 in a ‘flexi’ course blending 

online and F2F block. 
The course (‘Managing and Developing 

Performance’) was an elective in a 
graduate professional supervision 
programme designed for human 

service, social work and allied health 
managers and supervisors responsible 

for frontline staff.



Participant Demographics
 20 students (52% of potential respondents) 

completed questionnaires
 16 students (42%) were interviewed
 Gender breakdown: 90% women, 10% men
 Ethnicities represented

 European 13 of 20 (65%)
 Māori 2 of 20 (10%)
 Pasifika 2 of 20 (10%)
 Indian 2 of 20 (10%)
 African 1 of 20 (5%)



Occupational demographics
 17 professional supervisors/line managers/ 

professional leaders
 3 frontline practitioners

 8 from the public health sector 
 4 from the non-government/private sector 
 7 from statutory social work agencies

This provided a range of occupational 
perspectives about online learning.

Range of organisations



Aims of this presentation
Address challenges for in-post frontline team 

leaders in e-learning environment:
 Acculturation into e-learning: How can new 

technologies be used effectively?
 Participant collaboration in ‘virtual 

communities of practice’ across disciplines 
(social work, allied health)

 Applying arguably alien performance 
management theory into management 
supervision



Aims of this presentation

The presentation will suggest that:
1.Insights gained from the course 

can be applied to agency 
management supervision

2.E-learning provides a critical 
connecting dimension in that 

application



Triangle of supervisory functions (Hughes & Pengelly, 
(1997, p.42)

Managing service-
delivery

Facilitating 
practitioner’s 
professional 
development

Focusing on 
practitioner’s 

work

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hughes and Pengelly’s observations (1997, pp.41-42)

‘Managing service delivery’ is connected to a supervisor’s function ‘representing line management authority and accountability’
Focus is statutory and agency policies and procedures
Includes monitoring quality and quantity of work, prioritising and decision-making
The focus of this presentation is the managing service-delivery ‘corner’



Interactions

Interdisciplinary
Virtual 

Communities
of Practice

E-learning

Performance 
management

Professional 
Dimension

Technical 
Dimension

Organisational 
Dimension Creating new 

insights into 
administrative 
supervision?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Management supervision is the context for performance management. 
Nigel Northcott (1999) describes it as ‘monitoring the performance of staff against agreed standards, policies or protocols’
It is essentially a deficit model 





Organisational dimension

Hughes and Pengelly (1997, p.6) observe 
that in the context of ‘unprecedented 

changes,’
‘Many professionals, regardless of 
whether or not they welcome the 
changes, find themselves lost in 

familiar places as they try to navigate 
along unfamiliar routes.’

Presenter
Presentation Notes
‘Turbulent environment’ (Hughes & Pengelly)



Organisational dimension

‘At the centre of these changes lies the 
introduction into health and welfare 

services of the ethos of market forces 
and business management, with the 
dynamic of cash limits, competitive 
tendering and short-term contracts.’
In this environment, Hughes and 

Pengelly argue that ‘Managers are the 
new professionals’ (1997, p.13)



Organisational dimension: Supervision 
interactions

In this emergent environment, 
administrative supervision 

interactions between 
practitioners and managers can 
function within ‘containers’ in a 

complex adaptive system.
(Lewin and Regine 2001; Olson and Eoyang, 2001) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What are ‘containers’?
Containers set boundaries. They may be 
Geographic, eg department or team
Behaviourally-based, eg professional identification
Conceptual, eg identity, purpose, procedures or budgets. 

What is a ‘complex adaptive system’?
‘Whole systems development’ (Attwood et al. (2003) emanates from emergent notions of organisation described as ‘complex adaptive systems’ (‘CAS’) which apply a biological rather than a ‘mechanistic process’ (Lewin and Regine 2001, 24).  
Complexity theory explores leadership actions and workforce diversity by focusing on interactions between individual ‘agents’ in a CAS (Lewin and Regine 2001, 27).  
In describing complex systems, Morgan (1997, 34) evokes biological images of ‘relations among molecules, cells, complex organisms, species, and ecology [as paralleling] individuals, groups, organisations, populations (species) of organisations, and their social ecology.’



Organisational dimension: Supervision 
interactions

 Theory Y predominates (McGregor, 1960)

 Pathways for change: emergent 
approach

 Enabled by mutual trust
 Avoid prescription: Referent power 

rather than coercive, expert, legitimate 
or reward power (French & Raven, 1959)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Experiential learning implies a rôle change for academics from teacher- to learner-centred pedagogy – from ‘sage on the stage to guide on the side’ (King, 1993, p.30), or ‘learner-centric’ (Weller, 2007, p.114). 
In the e-learning environment, this transformed pedagogy challenges educators as the power of expertise is removed (French and Raven, 1959). 



Professional dimension: Interdisciplinary 
communities of practice

Communities of practice (Wenger & Snyder, 2000)
 Purpose: develop members’ capability; build 

and exchange knowledge
 Membership: self-selection
 Cohesion: by passion, commitment, 

identification with group expertise
 Duration: determined by members’ interest

In the current study, ‘interdisciplinary’ refers to 
allied health and social work managers/ supervisors

Presenter
Presentation Notes





Professional dimension: Interdisciplinary 
communities of practice

‘Managers [as] the new professionals’   
(Hughes and Pengelly, 1997)

Systems-based questions they should ask: 
(Attwood, Pedler, Pritchard & Wilkinson, 2003)

 How can I best use my position … to assist us 
all to make sense of what is going on, so that 

together we can contribute to sustainable 
change?

 How do I lead this organisation so that we can 
make the best possible contribution to the 

improvement and wellbeing of those we serve?



Professional dimension: Interdisciplinary 
communities of practice
 How do I ensure that we implement plans 

that we have agreed with partners? 
 How can I share my ideas and emerging 

goals in ways that do not stultify debate
but assist learning about the ‘bigger 

picture’?
These questions reflect a servant 
leadership/workplace spirituality 

perspective                                    
(Fawcett et al, 2008; Liden et al, 2008)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Servant leadership and workplace spirituality
Research carried out by Liden and his colleagues (2008, 162) suggests that servant leadership ‘focuses on developing employees to their fullest potential in … 
task effectiveness
community stewardship
self-motivation
and future leadership capabilities.
This is no easy option. Together with notions of ‘value creation’ and ‘emotional healing,’ servant leadership articulates conceptual skills to push practitioners out of their comfort zones. 
Expectations of personal and career growth, of problem-solving and task completion are equally important, for example, as ‘putting subordinates first’ (Liden et al. 2008, 166). 

Workplace spirituality 
Carries capacity for organisational ‘creativity and innovative solutions’ (Fawcett et al. 2008, 420)
Fawcett and his colleagues equate workplace spirituality with a ‘values-based organisation’ (2008, 425) 
Workplace attributes
Valued work which extends worker capacity and recognise efforts made
Depth of collegial interactions; 
Managers who empower, guide and as leaders provide ‘clear and consistent’ behaviours
Fostering collaboration, respect, commitment to a mission surpassing monetary reward
Consumer orientation
Learning from mistakes
Self-management  
Applying leadership wisdom which come out of these attributes creates perceptions of ‘affirmation, belonging and competence’ (Fawcett et al. 2008, 425, 428)



Interface: Professional and 
technical dimensions

Knowledge & skills transfer between Virtual 
Learning Community & workplace 
A ‘simple VLC’ (Lewis & Allan, 2005)

Community members 
including ‘facilitator’

Workplace

WorkplaceWorkplace

Workplace

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Benefits and potential issues: temporary virtual learning communities (Lewis and Allen, 2005, p.27)
Benefits
Meeting ground for like minded individuals
A way to tackle common problems or issues
Disseminates information and good practice
Cuts across traditional boundaries eg organizations, sectors
Doesn’t require expensive travel or time away from office
Potential issues
Poor facilitation – community doesn’t get started
Becomes a clique
Fizzles out if key members leave
Conflicts of interest between participants’ organizations and work roles




Technical dimension: E-learning

 ‘Emergent’ e-learning: Learner as an 
intrinsic complex adaptive system 
(Fenwick, 2003b)

 Human interaction: constructivist 
approach – ‘comprehension transforms 
knowledge’ (Fenwick, 2003a)

 Experiential learner interacts with the 
managed learning environment: ‘co-
emergence’ (Bates, 2005; Fenwick, 2003a)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
‘Emergent e-learning’ 
Complexity theory which proposes an organic ‘emergent’ – or unforeseen – change process (Lewin and Regine, 2001; Olsen and Eoyang, 2000).  
Complexity is located within the learner as an intrinsic complex adaptive system (Fenwick, 2003b) 
Human interaction is central to e-learning, contrasted with simply delivering content online
E-learning expresses constructivist education, seeking comprehension that transforms knowledge, skills and practice (Andrews and Haythornthwaite, 2007). 
Comprehension transforming knowledge connects constructivism with an experiential perspective – learners build knowledge by interacting with other students (Harasim, 2006). 
Fenwick (2003a, p.130) proposes ‘co-emergence’ as a descriptor of the experiential learner’s interaction with the ‘non human’ environment, represented in the current project by the institutional managed learning environment (Bates, 2005; Dixon, 2000; Weller, 2005).

Complex adaptive learning challenges Kolb’s Learning style inventory approach and Honey and Mumford’s (1992) Learning Cycle derived from the LSI (Kolb, 1984)
Activists thrive on the challenge of new experiences; are relatively bored with implementation and consolidation; constantly involve themselves with other people.
Reflectors stand back; collect and analyze data before coming to conclusions; enjoy observing other people in action; often take a back seat in meetings [or classes]. 
Theorists prize rationality and logic; tend to be detached and analytical; are unhappy with the subjective or ambiguous; are tidy and fit tasks into rational skills. 
Pragmatists take the first opportunity to experiment with applications; respond to problems and opportunities as a challenge; like to get on with things with clear purpose. 



‘Containers’ and technologies

 Managed learning environment becomes a 
conceptual ‘container’

 Technology-container interface: Online 
interactions between facilitator-learner/learner-
learner

 Knowledge is transformed by problem solving: 
container connecting with the workplace

 ‘Learners exercise voice in determining the 
issues, goals, and applications of course 
materials’ (Fenwick, 2003b) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Fenwick (2003b) traces the development of experiential learning from the thinking of seminal writers such as Dewey (1938), Freire (1970), Knowles (1970), Kolb (1984), Schön (1983, 1987) and Mezirow (1990). 
Learning cannot be confined to the classroom: people learn by a conscious process of reflecting on experiences (Schön’s ‘reflection-on-action’). 
Their knowledge is transformed by problem solving.  
Education for adults becomes ‘learner-centered’ (Knowles, 1970), academics enable learner discourse, and ‘learners exercise voice in determining the issues, goals, and applications of course materials’ (Fenwick, 2003b, p.8).  
This description applies to course delivery over three years of the current project.



New insights into management supervision?
Participant voices
(Webster & Harrison-Fletcher, 2009)

 Cross-disciplinary distinctions?
 Comfort levels with ICT a critical factor
 Constructivist problem solving occurred
 Trust and online immediacy a factor
 Intellectual engagement a positive 

experience
 Evidence of functional ‘containers’

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Moore (2008) cites Brown and Duguid’s (1991) description of three ‘organisational elements’ in virtual communities of practice:
‘Narration’: ‘creating and exchanging stories related to work or practice’
‘Collaboration’: ‘Learning is inseparable from working and individual learning cannot be considered separate from collective learning.’
‘Social construction’ is integrated with the first two: shared stories express individual views and in turn contribute to the construction and development of the member’s own identity




ICT comfort levels critical

Q. Do I read you right, both of you 
are saying in part that actually 

navigating round the Web CT site 
was quite a disincentive?

‘Most definitely.’
‘…The online interaction didn’t really 

work for me, you lose a bit of 
motivation and energy.’



Constructivist problem solving

‘… Being able to talk through with 
other students … was real life, real 
time learning for me … to hear that 
they were also facing things that 
were either new to me or very 
similar to me and getting more 

answers was useful …’



Need for trust (Casaló, Flavián, & Guinalíu, 2008).

Q. What’s better about [F2F] than online?
‘…You … get the person’s … body language … 

whereas online … you’re not really sure … if 
that’s their real view … you can’t really 

judge how that person is really going to take 
it when you can’t see them. You get to know 

them a little bit better and you test the 
waters a little bit and … you’re a little bit 

more comfortable to … disagree with some 
of their opinions.’



Need for trust and online immediacy

‘I’m an energiser and pragmatist so I need to 
be in a group environment … A couple of 

ways … to address the e-learning 
environment is for … course participants to 
meet at the very beginning … so you know 
who your online peers … are going to be. I 

think for me what would improve it is if 
there was a certain time where everyone 
was on line and there was an immediate 

response to the postings … there is 
immediacy.’



Need for online immediacy

Q. To what extent did frequency of facilitator 
feedback impact on the course for you?

‘I thought where is [the facilitator], are we 
doing alright? Are we on target? I definitely 

had anxieties around that … I knew [the 
facilitator] was there … but I would have 
been more reassured had there been a 

little bit of feedback … hey troops how are 
you doing, any difficulties get in touch with 

me, am busy but I’m still here.’



Intellectual engagement

‘I enjoyed the learning. In a classroom I 
come up with the first thought that 

comes in my mind whereas … [in online 
asynchronous postings] there’s time to 

read, reflect, look at it again, come back 
with a more informed and reflective 

response.
‘I actually missed the interactions with the 

other students when the Web CT closed 
down. I felt a sense of loss.’



Intellectual engagement

Q. ‘Did the course stretch you?’ 
‘Oh absolutely … it really did … it really 

challenged me … it required a lot of input … 
more so than classroom work, it did challenge 

me.’
Q. You’re talking about the online 

postings?
‘Yes I am. I’d be doing an assignment and then 

just seeing how other people saw things, just 
brought so much more into my learning, it 
really did. I guess it opened me up to other 

perspectives.’



Intellectual engagement
‘I got intensely interested in some of the dialogue and 

I became quite excited that I could log on … to see 
if someone had replied to something I had posted 
… I guess it might be with an unexpected pleasure 

and intellectual engagement for me around the 
online content … I didn’t expect the online 

conversations to … capture me.
I was totally fascinated ... I thought this is fantastic … 

people … willingly shared. … I got … information 
that I may not have been able to access in a 

classroom … it was much more interesting than I 
imagined, online.’ 



New insights into management supervision?  

 Interdisciplinary workplace-academy 
perspectives

 Theory Y facilitation

 Intellectual engagement
 Trust & immediacy
 Safe container

Asynchronous, reflective online practitioner 
interactions

Elements
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