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Advancing biomedical research in low and middle income countries (LMICs) to 
expand the capacity for LMICs to integrate biomedical research into their health 
care systems and education has been the focus of many programs in global health 
over the past two decades. Central to the success of these programs is effective 
research mentoring, characterized by academic, career and psychosocial 
support through culturally appropriate practices. Research mentoring is a learned 
skill, developed through training, mutual discussions, practice and feedback. 
The majority of extant training programs are designed and delivered by US 
partners, so the next stage in building capacity is to train facilitators within the 
LMIC partner institutions to contextualize and advance mentoring specifically 
within their cultural and institutional norms by co-developing, delivering and 
evaluating semi-annual research mentoring training. To this end, we  describe 
the development, delivery and outcome evaluation of a 5-week course in the 
art and skill of facilitation. Care was taken to explicitly distinguish between 
concepts of “teaching” and “facilitation,” since “teaching” is closely connected to 
a transmission or banking model of education, which is characterized by “top-
down,” hierarchical relationship. The course discussed power and positionality, 
themes that resonate with partners in Nigeria and Tanzania. These themes 
provided unique entry into deeper conversations core to advancing mentoring 
practice away from the traditional dyadic power structure that remains from 
colonization. Evaluation findings indicate significant advances in awareness of 
differences between teaching and facilitating, increased confidence in facilitation 
skills, especially in the area of structured planning and organization, as well as 
improved communication and interpersonal skills. All respondents felt that 
students in Nigeria and Tanzania would respond well to the facilitation approach 
conveyed during the course and they found value in participating in the course 
as a cohort.
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1 Introduction: background and 
rationale for the educational activity 
innovation

The successful advancement of biomedical research in low-and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) requires a combination of 
education, infrastructure, and opportunity that combine to develop 
both the research and professional skills of biomedical researchers 
(Heimburger et al., 2016; Zunt et al. 2016; Franzen and Chandler, 
2017). For two decades, programs like Fogarty Global Health Program 
for Fellows and Scholars (Zunt et al., 2016) have built research capacity 
in LMICs, with a focus on training to advance a country’s abilities to 
successfully address their health challenges, develop a cohort of local 
biomedical researchers, build infrastructure and implement a robust 
medical education system to self-sustain and grow (Potter and Brough, 
2004; Cooke, 2005; Hargreaves et al., 2019; Lescano et al., 2019).

Professional skills such as mentoring, leadership, and 
communication, though generally considered less critical than 
research skills, are necessary supporting elements of research and 
academic success (Pfund et al., 2016), especially in academic training 
environments. Nurturing trainees who are engaged in  local and 
collaborative research between LMICs and developed countries is 
critical to the success of the research and to trainee development. 
Mentorship builds capacity for research by facilitating the entry of 
developing researchers into the community of practice (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019), by 
harmonizing a mesh of experiences into common values and 
structures and thus provides institutional research growth and 
sustainability. The World Health Organization (Health research 
mentorship in low and middle-income countries (HERMES), 2022) 
has further reiterated research mentorship to be  a powerful 
fundamental tool in science by not only leveraging recognized 
expertise to strengthen individual scientists and institutional capacity, 
but by helping to mold generations of researchers with positive 
influence on their career development by instilling a learning culture 
in research. Research mentorship is a core capacity in the process of 
generating research knowledge, communicating findings, and 
addressing important aspects of equity in health and education.

Effective research mentoring is characterized by academic, career 
and psychosocial support through culturally aware practices that 
further the careers of trainees and early career scientists (Pfund et al., 
2016; Noormahomed et al., 2019; Womack et al., 2020; Byars-Winston 
et al., 2023). Mentoring is a learned skill, developed through training, 
mutual discussions, practice and feedback (Hokanson and Goldberg, 
2018). Over the past decade, research mentor training has grown from 
an area of relative weakness (Cole et al., 2016) to an area which has 
demonstrated more widespread implementation, changing both 
practice and perspectives (Pfund et al., 2014; Gandhi et al., 2019; 
Hamer et al., 2019; Desai et al., 2021; Alidina et al., 2022; Sun, T., et 
al., 2023). Yet, mentorship in LMICs remains challenged by few 
training hubs and platforms, poor institutionalization, turnover and 
loss of expertise, and limited recognition and funding [Hansoti et al., 
2019; Oppong et al., 2021; Health research mentorship in low and 
middle-income countries (HERMES), 2022].

In our own practice, we co-developed and co-implemented three, 
two-day research mentoring workshops in Nigeria and Tanzania, 
exploring multiple mentoring domains, and co-constructing a triad 
model with an indigenous mentor and a US-based mentor 

collaborating in support of a trainee. The workshops sought to shift 
mentoring practice and perspectives to trainee-focused, and away 
from supervisory roles. It is important to note that almost all 
mentoring training programs in LMICs, like ours, are exclusively 
developed and implemented by researchers from the U.S. (Rose et al., 
2022;Deprez et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2023).

Mentor training in the U.S. has seen a large recent growth, due in 
part to a shift from a limited number of experts delivering workshops 
to scaling and implementing nationwide train-the-facilitator programs 
that directly address the most significant bottleneck to widespread 
mentoring practice, the lack of skilled facilitators (Pfund et al., 2017; 
Rogers et al., 2018; Spencer, 2018). These studies demonstrate the 
successful expansion and high fidelity of train-the-facilitator models. 
While training of facilitators to deliver local training is growing in 
access and implementation in the U.S., building this capacity in 
LMICs has not yet begun, and is an important need to support 
research capacity and academic advancement.

The art and science of facilitation requires both content knowledge 
and facilitation expertise. Facilitation is a learned skill and is different 
from teaching. Research on teaching practice has identified two broad 
categories, the transmission or banking model (Freire and Ramos, 
1970) where the instructor is transferring their knowledge, generally 
through lecture, to the open vessel that is the student’s mind, and 
student-centered teaching or social constructivism, where the 
instructor guides the student to engage in questioning, reflection, and 
discourse that allows them to build knowledge for themselves (Dewey, 
1938; Light et al., 2009). While facilitation is akin to a learner-centered 
instruction practice, it has fundamental differences. First, teaching, 
especially in a biomedical academic setting, seeks to transition the 
student from a novice to expert by gaining a range of competencies in 
the subject. There is typically a well-defined set of abilities and 
knowledge that the expert attains, defined as “correct.” Hence the 
instructor has a particular end goal in mind for the learner. Facilitation 
also guides the learner in constructing their own knowledge, but 
unlike teaching, intends the learner to contextualize and adapt the 
ideas, molding the content significantly to their own experience and 
needs. Facilitation’s goal is not well-defined as in teaching, it is more 
the development of one’s own perspectives and approaches that utilize 
effective, common structures, but do not necessarily reproduce them.

Training in facilitation, while different from training in teaching, 
supports instructors’ advancement in both the workshop and 
classroom learning environments. This is especially true in low-and 
middle-income countries whose educational systems still reflect the 
vestiges of colonialism (Kay and Nystrom, 1971). Western educational 
systems were imposed, bringing with them a hierarchical, banking 
model of teaching that reflected the power and positionality of the 
oppressors, the occupying colonial power. While some systems have 
thrown off those bonds, many have not (Wandela and Eugenia, 2014). 
For example, while some institutions have now revised their curricula 
from knowledge-based to competency-based approaches, the guidance 
by instructors might remain a “church worship” one where only the 
preacher remains the speaker due to the accustomed system of 
education adopted from colonial mode. Colonial systems of education 
changed the pre-colonial era system of education from progressive to 
essentialist education to enable achievement of the goal of colonization 
(Garba, 2012). Consequently, this approach remained in the minds of 
people post-colonialism as thus the facilitative mentorship training has 
become necessary. Facilitation provides the opportunity to transform 
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from single, unidirectional mode in teaching to participatory mode 
where each key player has a chance to contribute his/her thoughts to 
the common goal. Teaching practice tends to reproduce transmission 
and lecturing, treating the students as receptacles of the instructor’s 
expertise, rather than the creator of knowledge. Active learning and 
learner-centered instruction are not yet common in Nigeria and 
Tanzania (Bonwell and Eison, 1991), as they are frankly not yet 
common in the west (Freeman et  al., 2014; Dancy et  al., 2022; 
Handelsman et  al., 2022). Hence our project needed to develop 
facilitation professional development for academic medical faculty that 
acknowledged where they were in their own instructional practice.

Based on a continuing clear need for research mentoring in 
low-and middle-income countries in the health profession, the clarity 
that research capacity building has focused largely on research skills 
and competencies, and the challenge of addressing the bottleneck of a 
lack of trained facilitators to lead local workshops, we  designed, 
implemented and evaluated the effectiveness of a five-week, 
synchronous, virtual course on the art and practice of facilitation. 
We describe the pedagogical approach and frameworks, the workshop 
design and environment, and the post-workshop evaluation and 
interviews. As part of our process, we are including the experiences 
and voices of participants, applying an autoethnographic approach in 
describing the work (Ellis et al., 2010).

2 Pedagogical frameworks, principles, 
and innovations underlying the 
educational activity

The pedagogical framework for the facilitation workshop was to 
engage participants directly in the practice of facilitation through 
modeling, reflection and practice. Figure  1 displays the central 
process of the approach. This framework models approaches to guide 
rather than lead discussions to advance learner agency. The approach 
is based in part on large-scale facilitation training models (Pfund 
et  al., 2017; Rogers et  al., 2018; Spencer, 2018) around research 
mentor training with the addition of multipartial facilitation 
(Zappella, 2007; Giacomini and Schrage, 2009; Routenberg et al., 
2013) and an intentional focus on power, privilege and positionality 
in  local mentoring contexts. The lead trainer (Goldberg) would 
model facilitation multiple times during a workshop, each time 

engaging the trainees in a group learning activity, leading co-creation 
and group work, followed by reflection of both the learned content, 
and in a metacognitive dimension, discussing how the activity was 
facilitated and how a trainee would do so in their own context. 
Through modeling, the trainees could observe and experience 
multiple modes of facilitation; through practice, the trainees were 
able to translate to their own perspective and literally “do” the 
facilitation; and through reflection, both trainer and trainee were able 
to collectively capture key elements and build mental models.

In addition, each day led with a core principle, that “we learn 
together.” Specifically, that (1) we are here together in the same rooms 
to learn from each other. The wisdom is in the room; (2) we seek to 
explore new ideas, practice together, role play, in the process of 
developing facilitation skills; and (3) we are aware of and acknowledge 
the power and positionality differential, and seek that such differential 
is, when necessary, overcome to enhance learning.

Finally, many elements of the workshop focused on creating and 
sustaining learner agency, participation, and co-creation, all 
hallmarks of active learning strategies (Brame, 2016). These 
techniques were translated to the online format and were equally 
effective as in-person active learning approaches (Goldberg, et al., 
2023). Examples include multiple breakout sessions with directed 
activities, specified roles (Brame, 2016), and group report; regular 
use of shared documents and creative spaces with Padlets, Google 
Docs, Jamboards, and chat streams; and pre-session and post-session 
asynchronous learning and engagement.

3 Learning environment, learning 
objectives, and pedagogical format

Due to the global COVID pandemic, the learning environment 
was an online format. Five 90-min sessions were held once per week 
between the beginning of August and early September, 2022. 
Pre-session materials included readings, reflection and an occasional 
video. Post-session included recap and reflection, completion of 
synchronous activities, and access to additional materials. This format 
was successful in balancing the time available and busy schedules of 
the participants  - university faculty and administrators  - with the 
ability to have some synchronous and asynchronous learning spaces.

The participants in the facilitation workshops were medical and 
nursing school faculty in clinical positions at Muhimbili University of 
Health and Allied Sciences (MUHAS), Dar es Salaam, Tanzania and 
the University of Abuja, Abuja, Nigeria. Four of the participants hold 
multiple titles, including that of Director or Dean at their respective 
schools. Most of the faculty are at a mid-career to senior level in their 
department, either as a lecturer and/or clinician and researcher. Nine 
participants have been teaching for 10 years or more. Eight of the 
faculty members were male and five were female. The participants 
were invited as part of two National Institutes of Health Fogarty D43 
biomedical research capacity building projects, one at MUHAS 
focused on patient-centered research outcomes and one at the 
University of Abuja focused on cardiovascular research. Both cites had 
received prior research mentor training workshops, described above, 
and both sites sought to expand their capacity to lead their own 
research mentoring workshops.

The overall program learning goals were for participants in the 
series to

FIGURE 1

The pedagogical approach combined modeling with participant 
practice, coming together in reflection to develop learning and 
knowledge.
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 1. Describe the foundational elements of effective facilitation, the 
key features of active learning and high engagement, and apply 
the principles of backward design to create learner-centered 
content and experiences.

 2. Develop and produce small group learning interactions; be able 
to describe the key steps and processes, identify facilitation 
challenges and opportunities, and support multiple interactions.

 3. Identify appropriate areas of assessment and evaluation of 
effective facilitation and use these in an observation rubric; 
be able to produce and perform one’s own designed small 
group learning interaction; be able to learn from peer-and 
expert evaluation.

Session 1: The learning objectives of session one were for learners 
to meet each other and build trust through asset declarations, reflect on 
their own expectations for the training, share their preconceptions of 
facilitation and the differences between facilitation and teaching, and 
co-created guidelines for discussion. The session introduced through 
modeling several key facilitation practices, including carefully directed 
breakouts with shared documents for collecting work product, and what 
should a facilitator first do when asked a question. This session built the 
foundation through presenting a social constructivist theory of learning 
and describing the three central modes of teaching and of learning (all 
session slides are included for reference in the Supplementary material).

Session 2: The learning objectives of session two were for learners 
to continue to develop strong, collaborative and supportive 
relationships, explore pre-session assigned work around active 
learning, collaborative learning and peer instruction, and delve 
deeply into power and positionality and culturally aware multipartial 
facilitation practices (Routenberg et  al., 2013). Active learning 
exercises were followed by a focus on fundamentals of inclusive 
facilitation displayed in Figure 2. These discussions centered the ideas 
of power and positionality, and participants were able to identify 
different aspects of gender, age, career status, and ethnic groups that 
impact learning, and how multipartiality can identify majority 
narratives to highlight and make space for minority narratives.

Session 3: The learning objectives of session three were to recap 
power, positionality and mulitpartial facilitation to examine inclusive 
facilitation practices and explore examples, to begin the process of 
workshop and run-of-show design using basic backward design 
principles of Wiggins and McTighe (2005). Backward design was 
connected to Bloom’s taxonomy, revised toward a cognitive framework 
(Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001) to emphasize the need for scaffolding 

the cognitive complexity of learning objectives and learning activities 
to reach deep learning goals. Participants began work on their own 
workshop design, and prior to sharing their ideas, engaged in a 
structured conversation about how to give effective, professional, and 
supportive feedback -- another key facilitation skill.

Session 4: The learning objectives of session four were to build out 
the backward design worksheet for their practice workshop, give and 
receive feedback in a structured mode, and examine the principles of a 
run-of-show design to guide the flow of the workshop. Participants 
shared their work and received structured feedback in small groups, 
followed by a meta cognitive reflection on the process itself and how it 
relates to facilitation. Key to facilitation success is a combination of 
content and pedagogy, which was particularly emphasized in this session.

Session 5: The learning objectives of session five were to explore 
and complete a run-of-show template See Supplementary materials, 
practice small-group facilitation, and consolidate the learning from 
the entire course through recap and reflection. In addition, as an 
action-reflection exercise, participants were asked questions about 
their own practice and described the spaces they were planning to use 
what they learned. Session five finished the run-of-show worksheets 
combined with the backward design workshop structure to provide 
participants with a complete sequence of developing an inclusive 
facilitation workshop on mentoring.

Completion certificates were awarded to participants who 
attended at least four of the five sessions. Twelve received certificates 
out of the initial 18 participants.

4 Results and outcomes

The program was evaluated by an evaluation specialist from 
Northwestern University’s Program Evaluation Core (2023). To guide 
the evaluation of this facilitation workshop series, we relied on the 
Kirkpatrick framework (Kirkpatrick, 1994, 1996) for evaluating 
training programs. Both in our post-workshop survey and one-on-one 
interviews, we focused mainly on measuring participant reaction to 
the training (level one of the framework) and the learning that took 
place as a result of the training (level two). Since we  felt it was 
important to get immediate feedback from the participants, we only 
asked questions about anticipated changes in behavior (level three). 
We have not yet conducted a follow-up survey to measure the actual 
behavior change or the results of their changed behaviors (level four).

The goals for evaluation of the workshop series included:

 1. Understand the extent to which and limitations of how the 
training engendered the participant’s ability to engage, absorb, 
and build facilitation perspectives and skills.

 2. Create a clear image of the participant’s knowledge and skill 
gains, especially their own shifts in perspectives on teaching 
and facilitation.

 3. Understand the change in participant’s behaviors as a teacher 
and facilitator. Explore the potential impacts of participant’s 
changed behaviors as a teacher and facilitator.

To holistically evaluate the workshop, we created a survey for 
participants to complete after the workshop series and an interview 
protocol. This mixed methods approach allowed for collection of 
quantitative, as well as qualitative data. Similar to many other 

FIGURE 2

Fundamentals of inclusion facilitation discussed as part of the 
course, “Arts and Science of Facilitation”.
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post-training workshop surveys, this survey included questions about 
key outcomes relative to learning goals, described above. The survey 
questions were not validated as this study was a pilot and we did not 
have a large enough sample size to perform a validation study. Some 
of the questions from the survey were drawn from a validated survey. 
The survey included questions that required ranking on a Likert scale, 
as well as questions that solicited open-ended responses. A block of 
questions in the survey were drawn from The Critical Incident 
Questionnaire (CIQ; Brookfield, 1995, 2003), which is a tool for 
understanding classroom dynamics. Essentially, it allows the 
instructor to “see” the classroom through the perspective of the 
student (s). We chose to include this tool since it explores engagement 
as a proxy for learning within the activities of the workshop.

We did not seek IRB for this study because the study is considered 
to be  an evaluation of an education program. Our institution’s 
Institutional Review Board does not consider this to be  Human 
Subjects Research as we  are evaluating outcomes of a specific 
educational program and not seeking to generate generalizable 
knowledge that extends beyond this program.

The survey was sent electronically at the close of the workshop. 
Thirteen of the eighteen workshop participants completed the survey 
for a 72% response rate.

Five of the 18 workshop participants agreed to participate in the 
interview portion of the evaluation. The main goal of the interview 
was to understand the experience of the workshop participants in their 
own words and in a deeper way than the quantitative data provided.

5 Evaluation findings

5.1 Surveys

The post-workshop survey was completed by 13 of the 
workshop participants. Results of the qualitative section of the 

survey (see Supplementary materials) indicated that the structure of 
the workshop was key for learner engagement. The majority of 
respondents said they were most engaged during the small group 
breakout portions of the workshop. Reasons given for the high level 
of engagement included ability to share knowledge, experiences 
and ideas with peers, opportunity to think critically and being in a 
small group encouraged a higher level of engagement in 
the activities.

The facilitation practices that participants saw as the most 
influential takeaways from the training included: learner-centered 
methods, giving everyone a voice/chance to talk, listening/being 
comfortable with silence and understanding the role of the facilitator. 
Participants were also asked which practices they were most likely to 
employ as a result of the training. The top practices included: 
facilitating open group discussions by giving learners the opportunity 
to express their ideas and share experiences, facilitating small group 
work and using a backward design approach.

The quantitative section of the survey (survey reproduced in the 
Supplementary material) asked a series of questions that requested the 
respondent to choose a Likert scale rating (the scale rating choices 
ranged from 1 = none at all to 5 = a great deal). Mean scores for the 
questions below are reflected in Figure 3.

 • To what extent did the training advance your ability to design a 
facilitation session in a workshop?

 • To what extent did the training advance your ability to design an 
active learning activity?

 • To what extent did the training advance your ability to design a 
facilitation session using backward design?

 • To what extent did the training advance your ability to design a 
small group learning interaction?

 • To what extent did the training advance your ability to design a 
list of key questions for observing participant interactions 
in groups?

FIGURE 3

Post-workshop survey responses (n  =  13) to the question. “On a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is a little and 5 is a great deal, to what extent did the workshop 
enhance your abilities?” Note an overall high expression, with greatest enhancement of ability in facilitating a workshop.
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The post-survey responses indicate the training most 
advanced participants’ awareness of observing participant 
interactions in groups (mean 4.46, SD 0.63). The training also 
advanced participants’ ability to design a facilitation session in a 
workshop (mean 4.36, SD 0.61). Furthermore, all participants 
reported a confidence gain of greater than 3.0  in all areas 
measured which included facilitating small group learning, 
instructing active learning, using backward design, observing 
learners and shifting approach based on observation (see 
Figure 3).

The results revealed that participants felt the training advanced 
their knowledge across a wide range of key design skills from asking 
key questions around observing participant interactions to using 
backward design to designing a facilitation workshop overall. See 
Figure 3.

The mean scores for the questions below are reflected in Figure 4.

 • How much confidence have you gained in facilitating small group 
learning interactions?

 • How much confidence have you  gained in instructing using 
active learning approaches?

 • How much confidence have you gained in designing instruction 
and/or facilitation using backward design?

 • How much confidence have you gained in running a small group 
learning interactions?

 • How much confidence have you gained in observing participants 
and shifting your facilitation in response to what you observe?

In terms of changes in confidence (Figure 4), we again observed 
large gains across the workshop learning goals, and in particular, 
confidence in designing instruction and/or facilitation using backward 
design, in alignment with enhanced ability. A notable area of 
significant increase was facilitating a small group learning interaction. 

The Likert scale used was 1 = none at all, 2 = a little, 3 = a moderate 
amount, 4 = a lot, 5 = a great deal.

5.2 Interviews

The interview protocol (see Supplementary materials) was built 
by the workshop facilitator and a team of two evaluators. Interview 
participants were asked about their levels of confidence, engagement 
and how they planned to use what they learned in the workshop. Five 
interviews took place over Zoom during fall 2022 about a month after 
the workshop sessions were complete. The interviews were audio 
recorded and transcribed. The same evaluation specialist facilitated 
the five interviews and took notes during each session and extracted 
themes from the interviews.

The interviewer created coding categories for each question 
and grouped the individual responses when they were similar in 
nature. For example, when asked the question, “Teaching means 
different things to different people, what does it mean to you?,” the 
coding categories were (1) imparting knowledge (2) to evoke 
change, and (3) transmission of information and abilities. For that 
question, three participants used “imparting knowledge” in their 
responses, while one participant spoke of evoking change and one 
participant defined teaching as a transmission of information 
and abilities.

All five interview participants were all able to quickly articulate 
the commonalities and differences between teaching and facilitation. 
They were asked, “Teaching means different things to different people, 
what does it mean to you?,” “What are the commonalities and 
differences between teaching and facilitation?” and “What are the 
commonalities and differences between facilitation and learning?” 
(The full interview protocol is available in the Supplementary material 
section). All respondents alluded to the fact that teaching and 

FIGURE 4

As indicated by post-workshop survey (n  =  13) designing instruction and/or facilitation using backward design was the area of respondents reported the 
highest level of increased confidence.
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facilitation both involve imparting knowledge. One participant 
described the following when asked the differences between teaching 
and facilitation:

“Teaching is when someone is a novice, let them know some 
things, look at curriculum and deliver the knowledge. Facilitation 
is more active participation of the trainee, more interaction, gauge 
what they know and build upon that, increasing capacity to learn 
that thing.”

One respondent described the relationship between teaching and 
facilitation as such:

“Facilitation supports learning. Learning is a behavioral change 
that happens when facilitation is taking place.”

All interviewees reported an increased confidence in and 
awareness of facilitation practices. Specifically, several respondents 
became more aware of facilitation as a two-way process between 
facilitator and trainee. Other respondents said they had been using 
some of the practices, but did not know the proper names. For many, 
the workshop clarified the difference between teaching 
and facilitation.

Interviewees were asked what particular skills they had gained 
during the workshop. Responses included organizational skills, like 
building an agenda, run of show, managing course content and 
backward mapping. Other respondents reported an increase in 
knowledge around how to interact with and engage learners during 
a workshop.

Although the workshop approach was based on and developed in 
Western models of higher education, all participants felt that the 
approach is easily adaptable for their cultural context.

“Well, I think they're picking up because, um, the youth these 
days, you  know, are actually more vocal. I  know that. And 
sometimes they come in a class expecting you to just teach them, 
to give them information, but now that they know that they are 
supposed to come up with what they can do, what they should say. 
They should feel free to say things.”

Workshop participants are planning to use their facilitation skills 
in a variety of contexts; in undergraduate classrooms, with medical 
school residents, in clinical training and during professional 
development workshops.

The training combined faculty from Tanzania and Nigeria. All 
participants reacted positively to learning with their peers from Nigeria 
and Tanzania when asked the question What was it like for you to work 
with faculty from Tanzania? (or Nigeria)? Several interviewees 
commented that teaching is universal, so the subject matter wasn’t a 
barrier to interaction. In fact, the small group breakouts made that 
interaction much easier, as noted by one participant:

“These things, you know, they are universal except that they are 
done different environments. So, it was not very difficult to start 
interacting as soon as we were split into groups. So, it was easier 
to initiate the discussion and then to everyone to contribute what 
or she or he knows and discuss and reach a conclusion, and then 
go back and forth and get feedback.”

The small group discussions provided opportunity for feedback, 
which the participants highly valued. Overall, the group appreciated 
the different backgrounds and perspectives of their peers, which led 
to a more enriching experience in the workshops. The majority of 
respondents would have liked more workshop sessions or longer 
sessions and one interviewee felt that more participants in the 
workshop would have also added value.

6 Autoethnographic reflections

Autoethnography was used to capture participant experience and 
impact of the workshop. Autoethnography is a technique that asks 
participants to share as authors, describe in their own words their 
experiences, and thus bring forward a more direct and meaningful 
experience and deeper cultural meaning (Ellis et al., 2010). In the 
following sections, we include the direct words of three participants 
to challenge the sole reliance on traditional means of doing research 
that represents the voices and thoughts of others. In this way, 
we balance the quantitative and qualitative evaluation described above 
with direct descriptions of participants.

Deodatus Kakoko, Associate Professor of Public Health, 
Department of Behavioral Sciences, Director of Continuing Education 
and Professional Development, MUHAS, Tanzania.

I started reflecting on facilitation immediately in the first session 
as the facilitator set grounds by asserting that participants were in the 
same room to learn from each other and that the wisdom was in the 
room. To enhance this, dialogue and participation in the workshop 
was guided by some key aspects including stepping up, stepping back; 
speaking from personal experiences; challenging ideas not people as 
well as considering and acknowledging impact as well as intent.

One of the things to ever remember is the distinction between 
teaching and facilitation. It was interesting to learn the job of the 
facilitator as being to create conducive environment for learning and 
guide participants to learn and develop desirable skills. This a 
meaningful leaning where learners participate in creating knowledge 
using their lived experiences and it matched well with what I learnt in 
early days when I joined teaching profession as our tutors told us that 
“you must be  a guide at the side, not a sage on the stage.” Thus, 
introduction to facilitation skills activated my long stand 
understanding that learners are not “tabula-rasa” rather they have 
existing knowledge and experiences that can serve as a bridge to 
learning or acquisition of new knowledge. This corroborates the 
knowledge that facilitation is a step-wise process from “known to 
unknown” or “simple to complex.” I gained new insight during the 
session on application of the principles of backward design to create 
learner-centered content that experience alone is not enough rather it 
is important for learners to reflect on their experiences.

Another useful part of the facilitation training was the learning 
community which I  regarded as co-facilitation for co-learning. 
Although this was not a new concept at all in my teaching experience 
for more than three decades, but it was an eye-opener on how learners 
can be effectively engaged in the form of “peer learning.” This is a very 
useful facilitation skill especially for public health postgraduate 
students who come for postgraduate education with vast experiences.

Knowledge and skills gained from the training are expected to 
be useful in the facilitation especially for undergraduate students. This 
is particularly in organizing group work for the students to reflect based 
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on their experiences as well as using the role plays for the student to 
practice learned skills. Acquired knowledge and skills are most 
important when it comes to organizing and conducting continuing 
education and Professional development short courses and workshops 
in the University. Acquired knowledge will also be used in facilitating 
community rotation field works for undergraduate students where they 
work in groups for the sake of field experiential learning. In that 
context, the approach of the learning community gained from the 
training will be used to make students learn from each other, brainstorm 
ideas, share and exchange ideas, and appreciate different perspectives.

Emmanuel Balandya, MD PhD, Department of Physiology and 
Director of Postgraduate Studies, MUHAS, Tanzania.

Reflecting on my experiences during the Facilitation Workshop, a 
few things come to mind. First is the amount of effort that an effective 
facilitator must put in during preparation for the session, all in the best 
interest of the learners. It was clear that an effective facilitator goes 
over and above what is required. This requires an exceptional level of 
dedication to excellence.

Secondly, an effective facilitator does not go into a session with 
preconceived ideas regarding how the session should go, but rather 
with the goal to free learners’ minds and let their imaginations lead 
the way. To achieve this, an effective facilitator must be flexible to 
accommodate the unknowns.

To achieve learner-centeredness in the second point above, the 
facilitator must be  effective at avoiding the center-stage. Various 
techniques can be utilized to achieve this, including assigning topics 
to learners in groups and letting them brainstorm, and thereafter 
discuss and present concepts. The facilitator may also use the 
technique of encouraging learners to dialogue among themselves 
rather than focus on the facilitator while presenting.

The fourth point pertains to the primary focus on the intended 
outcomes rather than processes. To achieve this, a facilitator begins 
by thinking about the outcomes of the session and walks backwards 
to devise methods and approaches, including innovations in case of 
challenges, to achieve the set outcomes through a process of 
“backward design.”

An effective facilitator must also be prepared to deliver content 
effectively amidst differences in approaches to learning by the different 
members of the group. To achieve this, the facilitator must therefore 
be aware that the learners may have different goals and expectations 
of the learning experience at baseline. Bringing these to attention at 
the beginning of a session may help in refining and harmonizing the 
goals across learners, hence opening up the minds of those who went 
in with minimal expectations. The facilitator must also have the skills 
to identify quick learners and distribute them across groups with the 
goal to bring other members of the group to speed through “peer-to-
peer” learning. In the digital era, the facilitator must also be conversant 
with the use of online tools to manage multiple groups at once. And 
lastly, the facilitator must be patient enough but also familiar with 
techniques to handle difficult personalities in the group.

The skills that I have acquired during the Facilitation Workshop 
are invaluable and I  am  putting them into good use not only in 
managing educational seminars with students, but also in managing 
research groups.

Rifkatu Reng MBBS, FMCP, FACE, University of Abuja, Abuja, 
Nigeria.

My learning experience has been in gaining skills in mentoring 
and facilitation on discussion or training on a basis of co-learning 

disposition, thereby giving room for knowledge sharing across a 
divergent group of learners. This allows the flow of different learning 
experiences in the group to be tapped. The ability to be comfortable 
with silence as a facilitator to give a chance and sense of belonging for 
a co-mutual and psychosocial support for a mentee or learner to 
attain set out goals in academics and research by guidance was 
highly impactful.

As a facilitator I  have gained understanding in ensuring that 
learning should be taken from the basics to the complex knowledge, 
built around the participants work or experience. A purposeful 
activity on mentorship in my department has been initiated, and 
mentees have been paired with available mentors.

7 Practical implications, objectives, 
and lessons learned

Capacity building in LMICs in biomedical research requires 
capacity building in associated professional skills like mentoring, 
communications, and leadership. Yet the majority of programs focus 
on building those skills without building the capacity to teach those 
skills within a local context and without external partnerships. 
Hence, an essential stage in building capacity is to develop a cohort 
of trained facilitators within the LMIC partner institutions who can 
contextualize and advance mentoring training within their cultural 
and institutional norms. To this end, we developed, delivered and 
assessed the outcomes of a 5-week course in the art and skill of 
facilitation to address a critical gap in capacity building in research 
mentor training. A central component of the course centered the 
explicit distinction between concepts of teaching and facilitation, 
using it to shift practice to learner-centered education. The course 
was further based on a modeling-practice-reflection pedagogical 
framework, and modeled inclusive facilitation practice, active 
engagement, learner agency development, and learning community 
and community of practice structures.

The concepts of power and positionality were used to take an 
equity and social justice perspective, and were themes that 
resonated with partners in Nigeria and Tanzania. Discussion of 
power and positionality developed around gender, age, and ethnic 
social identities and explored how those impact learning from both 
the facilitator and participant perspective. Discussion addressed 
multiple ways a facilitator can create effective learning when 
differentiated identities create a structural imbalance in the learning 
environment. These included multipartial facilitation, structured 
small group learning, and intentional discussion guidelines.

Small group facilitation engaged participants, expanded their 
knowledge and provided the opportunity for them to share their 
experiences and to think critically. Facilitation practices of learner-
centered methods, giving everyone a voice/chance to talk, listening/
being comfortable with silence and understanding the role of the 
facilitator were key takeaways for participants. Participants reported 
that they would soon apply these skills by facilitating open group 
discussions and giving learners the opportunity to express their ideas 
and share experiences, as well as facilitating small group work and 
using a backward design approach.

Our lessons learned are encouraged by the positivity of our initial, 
post-workshop evaluation, distal interviews, and autoethnographic 
descriptions that highlight key facilitation values, skills, and practices. 
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Further, our delivery modality of a mix of asynchronous and online 
synchronous sessions was successful at developing perspectives and 
skills (Goldberg, B. B. et al., 2023). Based on the data from surveys, 
interviews and first-hand accounts, we are hopeful that the workshop 
will lead to institutionalization of effective professional skills 
facilitation as well as concomitant advances in learner-centered 
teaching practice.

Our model is replicable and adaptable to multiple LMIC settings. 
All that is required is a perspective shift from delivery of professional 
skills to capacity building in the training of professional skills and 
pedagogical expertise.

8 Conceptual and methodological 
constraints

The findings of this study need to be considered in light of several 
methodological limitations. We have a small, self-selected cohort of 
highly engaged participants from well-supported research capacity 
building programs in two large LMIC institutions in east and west 
Africa. Implementation of the program in a greater number of 
communities across a diversity of institutions would inform in a 
deeper way and provide valuable data on generalizability and 
scalability of the model. Our study also relies heavily on self-reported 
outcomes. A longitudinal study that observes participant skills directly 
and examines how participants implement mentor training within 
their local contexts and measures outcomes of those training sessions 
would provide more robust data on the efficacy of training and its 
longer-term impact. Such a study is currently in the planning phase.
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