HANDOUT

MODULE 5
TRUST AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

What are Interpersonal Trust and Psychological Safety?

Interpersonal Trust

Trust refers to the expectation that another person’s future actions will be favorable to one’s
own interest [1]. For example, do [ trust you to act in a specific way in the future, such as
keeping confidentiality, completing tasks, and sharing information? It is about giving others
the benefit of doubt when one takes a risk with an action. Such an expectation is usually

related to future action.

Psychological Safety

Psychological safety, on the other hand, is about others giving a person the benefit of doubt
when a risk is taken with an action. It is usually related to an immediate experience and the
atmosphere in which people can be and express themselves freely and comfortably without
fear of harm to their self-image, status, or career [1, 2]. For example, do I believe that you will
respond respectfully at this moment when I bring up topics that you might not like hearing
about? Psychological safety refers to the way people think about the interpersonal risks they

face in their environment.

Interpersonal risk refers to the risk that others might not think well of us and/or reject us [3].

However,

Psychological Safety is NOT
e A cozy environment
e An absence or stress
e Group cohesiveness (unity and closeness in the group because of similarities in

views/ideas, social characteristics, and goals, for example)
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Psychological Safety is
e A climate that is safe for people to have even difficult discussions that are unpleasant,
but essential for growth and performance
e These topics include people sharing about the mistakes they make, the problems they

face, things/topics that they do not know or understand

Trust and Psychological Safety

Both trust and psychological safety play a role in facilitating high team performance and
growth [4]. Trust is a prerequisite for psychological safety — to achieve psychological safety,
trust should come first. Without trust, there is no psychological safety. Therefore, they are not

the same. Psychological safety helps to build trust and improve team performance.

Differences between Trust and Psychological Safety [1]:

Trust Psychological Safety

Reflects interaction between two individuals | Reflects team climate

How you will give others the benefit of the | How others will give you the benefit of the

doubt when you take a risk doubt when you take a risk

Something people expect to happen in the | Something people expect to happen now
future

Psychological Safety in a Team

Establishing psychological safety in a team is important. When members of a team experience
psychological safety, they feel comfortable being themselves and expressing themselves
without the fear of negative consequences on their self-image [1]. The same applies to the
classroom. When students experience psychological safety, they feel safe to express

themselves without fear of being ridiculed or looked down upon.

Based on the above, let us explore what can happen to children when psychological safety in

a group they belong to is high or low.
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Less likely to speak up and express

themselves
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When Psychological Safety in a group
is high children are:

Less likely to think that they will be hurt,

embarrassed, punished, or criticized

More likely to assess their interpersonal
risks associated with what they have

said/done

More likely to speak up and share their
thoughts automatically

More likely to feel anxious about

speaking up

More likely to their

overcome

defensiveness and learning anxiety

More fearful of negative consequences/

judgements on their self-image

More likely to change their behaviors in

the team

More likely to hold back and not voice up

More likely to engage in discussion

Less likely to spend time, attention, and
energy to protect themselves or to

regulate their anxiety

However, it is also important to be mindful that students” adverse past experiences such as
childhood trauma can also result in their reserved behaviors of not being able to speak up
about their opinions. This can also be related to the internal traits of the students such as
having low esteem, struggling with social anxiety, being introverted, lacking social skills, and
many other factors. Thus, teachers should be mindful of other factors that also contribute to
the students’ reserved behaviors in the class and provide them with a safe space to grow and

heal.

Factors that promote students’ psychological safety
Students cannot optimize their learning if their learning environment is unsafe and if their
basic emotional needs are not met [5]. Students” active involvement and engagement with

teachers and classmates are significant in improving their learning at school.
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The following can promote psychological safety for students:

~ - e Knowing what is expected from them

- ~ e Feeling safe and protected at school both physically and psychologically
e Being able to trust others
e Being able to predict what will happen next
e Being able to build positive self-image and self-efficacy

e Feeling like they belong to the class

How can teachers promote psychological safety in the classroom?
Students need to feel supported, empathized with, and encouraged in doing what they want

to achieve. Here are some ways teachers can promote psychological safety in the classroom.

1. Structuring Physical Setting:

¥*x e Arrangement of Desks: Teachers need to be mindful of the way
[EXAMPLE

desks are arranged and to help them achieve the climate they
want to create in class. Desks that are arranged in U shape
arrangement are recommended. This is because everyone gets to
see each other, promote more eye contact, promote involvement
and engagement, and minimize neglect. Consequently, students
might feel mutually respected by everyone in the class.

e Placement of Students: Teachers should place students in the
areas of class that best serve their needs. For example, a student
who is easily distracted could be placed away from windows or
doorways.

e C(Classroom Decoration: Teachers can utilize and display students’
work to promote psychological safety. This can help build a sense
of belonging and a positive self-image in class. At the same time,
it could promote self-efficacy, a sense of control, and secure

emotional needs.
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2. Nurturing Emotional Climates:

Teachers can do the following to foster an emotional climate at school.

' e Setting a scene for dialogue: Teachers should set a scene for
[EXAMPLE

dialogue and honesty. It creates transparency about what will be
discussed and allows students to know what to expect to happen
consequently experiencing less anxiety.

e Being students” ally: Teachers should be the ally of students by
offering support and assistance but not criticisms. By having a
collaborative partnership, teachers can minimize the power gap
between teachers and students and build trust by revealing
vulnerabilities.

e Promoting continuing improvement orientation: Teachers can
help students to avoid feeling anxious or inadequate while
making mistakes or showing knowledge gaps by promoting the
idea that these are opportunities for them to learn.

e [Encouraging interactive conversation: Teachers should
encourage students to share information with each other, foster
responses among each other, create common ground between
teachers and students, equally prioritize teachers” and students’
contributions. Responses from teachers about issues or problems
raised by students should be in a timely, constructive, and

supportive manner.
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e Promote psychological culture among teachers: The psychological
culture of teachers plays a role in establishing and maintaining the
psychological safety of their students. According to Kulikova [6] the

psychological culture of a teacher contains three main components:

o Teacher’s personal reflection on their teaching culture (Pedagogical
Culture)
= Psychological culture of a teacher is his or her inner world —
how the teacher thinks, feels, emotional state, and
interpersonal relations.
= [tisimportant for teachers to practice psychological culture of
self-acceptance, positive self-concepts, and high self-esteem.
* This might aid in maintaining harmonious relationships with
others.
o How teachers” emotional system affects the class
* Plays an important role in developing a safe emotional
climate for students
» Teachers can facilitate communications with students by
showing compassion, empathy, and emotional flexibility.
o How teaching culture influences the class
* Direct verbal influence — emphasis on persuading and
suggesting
* Non-verbal influence — emphasis on teachers” positive
attitudes and safe climates while interacting with others,
which includes facial expression, gesture, expressive means of

voice, eye contact, and tactile contact.
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3. Using empowering instructional strategies

Teachers can empower students by using the following teaching strategies [7]:

*»*x
EXAMPLE e Answer questions readily

e Provide immediate and timely constructive feedback

e Challenge students” assumptions in a respectful way

e Maintain professionalism by not reacting to comments and
feedbacks personally or defensively.

e Invite feedback and inputs

e Admit to mistakes and knowledge gaps if needed

4. What can the school do to promote psychological safety?
It is also important for school management to be a part of promoting psychological
safety, by showing concern for teachers’” mental health and well-being and

establishing policies and practices for the implementation of structural support.

¥ a. Management support and commitment
[ExAmPLE

e Provide adequate emotional support to teachers and
respond to teachers’ calls for help.
b. Management priority
e Prioritize teachers” emotional experiences at work by making
teachers feel appreciated or valued to maintain a positive
workplace relationship.
c¢. Communication in school
e Teachers should have access to information and knowledge
about mental health.
d. School participation and involvement
e Listen and address teachers” stress-related matters so

teachers feel empowered.
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