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Abstract.

Meaningful engagement with students in teaching and learning requires the
interpersonal skills to develop trust and rapport, and the emotional intelligence
and courage to be reciprocal in our interactions. In teaching contexts which seek
to facilitate students’ wellbeing and lifelong personal and professional
development skills, these requirements become personal — demanding honesty
and vulnerability from the educator. We propose the value of reciprocal
authenticity in these spaces and present the challenges this poses for the
educator and team teacher. The context for this reflection is the development
and delivery of a credit-bearing, discipline-agnostic student wellbeing and
personal development module in an Irish university, wherein we describe our
experience of the reflective process and use of the third space in co-creating a
learning environment with students. As efforts to embed wellbeing in the
curriculum gain traction, we ask whether we as educators are prepared to
display this authenticity and consider how we can be supported to cultivate
authentic spaces.
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1. Authenticity in learning and teaching.

Developing meaningful engagement and partnerships with students through collaborative
teaching and learning practices require — amongst other values — authenticity, honesty, trust,
reciprocity and courage (HEA, 2015). In the context of personal development education,
expecting these values from students requires instructors to demonstrate vulnerability in
reciprocity; their introspection, emotion, knowledge and experiences expressed as evidence of

holding up their side of the bargain. This reflection offers our experiences of developing and
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delivering a discipline-agnostic student wellbeing and personal development module at an Irish
university. It is our position that student success in higher education requires support for the
management and cultivation of holistic wellbeing and the skills that underpin this. The

importance of student engagement in co-creating this learning environment was a priority.

Teaching is an interpersonal and relational endeavour—who the teacher is, matters
(Kelchtermans, 2009), and as argued by Russell, ‘how [ teach is the message’ (Russell, 1997,
p. 45). Trust between students and teachers has been shown to facilitate engagement and
influence important learning behaviours and outcomes (Romney & Holland, 2020) and
vulnerability as a medium for trust-building can be demonstrated through the emotional,
cognitive, and organisational aspects of teaching (Kelchtermans, 1996). Barriers to teacher
vulnerability include perception of ineptitude, lack of knowledge, use of anecdotal rather than
scientific inquiry, and stigmas of emotional display such as ‘weakness’ (Romney & Holland,
2020). The impact of these barriers are further nuanced in the context of team teaching in
wellbeing and personal development education because a teacher is not only revealing
themselves to a group of students, but also to a colleague or colleagues where contestation and

judgement is more likely and more challenging.

This reflection centres around the development and delivery of a new student wellbeing and
personal development module in which cultivation and expression of the “authentic self’ was a
central tenet. Leveraging the steps to partnership by starting with the student voice (NStEP
2021), we developed the module in response to student needs, elicited through engaged
research conducted for a wider project. The module was delivered through live online classes
and small group workshops covering physical, psychosocial, emotional and digital health and
wellbeing. A larger team of contributors were engaged where specific expertise was required.
As individuals, we are reflective practitioners and lecturers in health sciences subjects; we had

not previously collaborated together in a teaching and learning context, we were both

passionate about wellbeing but we had never formally taught it in the higher education setting.

Why was authenticity an important element of the wellbeing curriculum we designed? Subjective
feelings of authenticity and inauthenticity impact on a person’s wellbeing; people often strive to
be authentic and experience negative emotions when they believe that they have acted
inauthentically (Lenton et al., 2013). Rogers (1959, 1961) reported positive changes in his
clients when they responded authentically, distancing themselves from societal expectations,

recognising and relinquishing their pursuit of externally motivated goals that on inspection were
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not meaningful to them, and revealing their true selves to close others.

Similarly, Maslow (1971) suggested that, to be authentic, people must discover their true
identity, allow their behaviour to be congruent with their feelings, and live in a way that expresses
their genuine characteristics and desires. The more that people are aware of their inner
experiences and then behave in ways that align with those experiences, the more authentic
they are. In close relationships, authenticity demonstrated through honest self-disclosure is
related to behaviour that promotes trust, increases intimacy, and lowers conflict (Jongman-
Sereno & Leary, 2019).

Delivering a new, multidisciplinary, student-centred module on wellbeing required continuous
reflection with respect to meeting the students, meeting ourselves, and meeting each other in
this intimate “third space™ (Bhabha, 1994). We were at times adrift somewhere between the
formal structures and normative working relationships and expectations of academia, and the
less boundaried, personal and value-driven space where we were supposedly leading students
towards a greater sense of self. We endeavoured to co-create with students a safe haven for
honest self-disclosures and peer learning—through leading by example—while also feeling the
discomfort and exposure of taking risks and trying new things. As a teaching team, there was a
deepened and enhanced process of reflection compared to the level we would normally engage
in individually. Sometimes this was purposeful reflection, and sometimes it was not, revealing

the uncertainty and novelty (for us) of navigating the third space.

Our evaluation of the student experience hinted at the students’ appreciation of our candid
approach to sharing our personal experiences, thoughts and emotions. We thus created a
learning environment with students through reciprocal sharing of personal insights, listening
and deepening awareness of self and other. Given the opportunity, they were willing and able
to express themselves authentically, which in turn enabled powerful peer learning. As efforts to
embed student wellbeing into the curriculum gain momentum (Byrne & Surdey, 2021; O’Farrell,
2019), we need to ask if the personnel who deliver these types of programmes are ready for the
level of reciprocal reflection and intimacy that may underpin their effectiveness — and to question

how best they can be resourced. More and more, faculty are exploring roles and identities that

1 Bhabha’s (1994) analysis of cultural identity and colonisation introduced Third Space theory in order to
open up the possibilities of hybrid cultures that integrate conflicting discourses in less hierarchical ways.
The Third Space in education is understood to be a transformative bridging space that integrates formal
academic learning with a person’s home, community, peer identity and experiences - where the
potential for an expanded form of shared learning for all participants is enhanced.
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align with non-academic goals such as student life and welfare, widening participation,
community partnerships and business partnerships. Understanding and supporting this
phenomenon through the lens of the “third space” may be a worthwhile approach, particularly

in terms of engaging students as co-creators of these spaces.

2. References.

Bhabha, H. 1994. The Location of Culture. London: Routledge.

Byrne, D. & Surdey, J. (2021). Embedding Wellbeing Across the Curriculum in Higher
Education. Union of Students in Ireland and the National Forum for the Enhancement
of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education. Available: https://usi.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Supporting-Wellbeing-in-Practice-October-2021.pdf

HEA (2015). Framework for Student Engagement through Partnership. Higher

Education Academy. Available at:

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/student-enagagement-

through partnership-new.pdf

Kelchtermans, G. (2009). Who | am in how | teach is the message: Self-
understanding, vulnerability and reflection. Teachers and Teaching, 15(2), 257—-
272.

Kelchtermans, G. (1996). Teacher vulnerability: Understanding its moral and political roots.
Cambridge Journal of Education, 26(3), 307-323.

Jongman-Sereno, K. P. & Leary, M. R. (2019). The Enigma of Being Yourself: A Critical
Examination of the Concept of Authenticity Review of General Psychology, 23(1), 133—
142. Doi: 10.1037/gpr0000157.

Lenton, A. P., Bruder, M., Slabu, L., Sedikides, C. (2013). How does “being real” feel? The
experience of state authenticity. Journal of Personality, 81, 276—289. Doi:
10.1111/j.1467- 6494.2012.00805.x

Maslow, A. H. (1971). The Farther Reaches of Human Nature. New York: Arkana/Penguin

Books.

NStEP (2021). Steps to Partnership: A Framework for Authentic Student Engagement in
Decision-Making. National Student Engagement Programme. Available:
https://studentengagement.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/NStEP-Steps-to-



https://usi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Supporting-Wellbeing-in-Practice-October-2021.pdf
https://usi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Supporting-Wellbeing-in-Practice-October-2021.pdf
https://studentengagement.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/NStEP-Steps-to-Partnership-Doc.pdf

AISHE-J Volume 14, Number 1 (Spring 2022) Page 5

Partnership-Doc.pdf

O’Farrell, L. (2019). Understanding and Enabling Student Success in Higher Education.
National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education.
Available: https://hub.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/NF-2019-
Student-Success-report-web-ready.pdf

Romney, A.C. & Holland, D.V (2020). The Vulnerability Paradox: Strengthening Trust in the

Classroom. Management Teaching Review. doi:10.1177/2379298120978362

Russell, T. (1997). Teaching teachers: How | teach is the message. In J. Loughran & T.
Russell (eds). Teaching about Teachers: Purpose, Passion and Pedagogy in Teacher

Education, pp. 32—47. New York: Falmer Press.

Rogers, C. R. (1959). A theory of therapy, personality and interpersonal relationships as
developed in the client-centered framework. In S. Koch (ed.). Psychology: A Study of a
Science. Vol. 3: Formulations of the Person and the Social Context (pp. 181-256). New
York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Rogers, C. R. (1961). On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy.
London, UK: Constable.


https://studentengagement.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/NStEP-Steps-to-Partnership-Doc.pdf
https://hub.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/NF-2019-Student-Success-report-web-ready.pdf
https://hub.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/NF-2019-Student-Success-report-web-ready.pdf

