Smal | Group Instruction Managenent

Peer group work, often referred to as cooperative or collaborative group
activities, can be very rewarding for students and teachers. Such group work
encour ages active student involvenent and direct encounters with subject matter
and probl em sol ving. Through group interaction students |earn to express

t hensel ves verbally with greater clarity and to work cooperatively wth other
peopl e.

However, successful peer groups do not just happen. A teacher nust plan and
prepare for such activities very carefully. Wile there are nany objectives
whi ch can best be net through the use of such groups, the approach can create
many problens. Students may have difficulty getting along with others in the
group. They may waste time. Sone students may fail to participate while others
domi nate their groups. In sone groups the workload may not be shared equally.

Many of these problens can be prevented. This presentation will offer sone
suggestions for avoiding sone comon pitfalls and for coping with some comon
probl ems associated with this teachi ng nethod.

Some Keys to Success

One key to effective group work is to design tasks which are particularly suited
to cooperative effort. Such tasks have the follow ng characteristics:

Everyone has a chance to participate

Everyone will benefit fromthe experience

Products are possible only through cooperative effort
Products will be better as a result of working together
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If the task is something students could do better alone, then don't have them do
it in groups.

Anot her key to effective group work is to prepare students well for the
experi ence.

Students who are being asked to work in groups need to know the follow ng facts:

VWhat the group goal is

Wiy they are working in groups

VWat the teacher's expectations are

How to evaluate the effectiveness of the group's cooperation
VWhat to do when problens arise

* X X X F



Many students may never have experienced work groups before or their prior
experi ences nay have been negative. The only functional nodel they may have is
that of a social group. Social groups often revolve around establishing and
mai ntai ning a hierarchy of power or status. Students need to be taught that

col I aborative work groups function differently.

Anot her key to keep in mind is that collaborative groups provide opportunities
for students to practice what they have learned. It is usually helpful for the
teacher to plan some whole class activities which will help students devel op the
skills they will need when they work in small groups. Teaching and nodeling the
necessary skills (i.e., kinds of responses to make, questions to ask,
suggestions to offer, etc.) before asking students to practice in their groups
is usually a wise nove. At the sanme time, group work offers the opportunity for
students to share and expl ore i deas and approaches which may | ead to new

i nsight. Students working in groups often go beyond the teacher's ains. The
teacher should be alert to this progress and ready to acknow edge it when it
occurs.

1. VWhenever groups are used, students must know that how they work is just as
i mportant as the product they produce and/or the content they |learn. This means
that the teacher nust intervene when groups are not working well even though
tasks are being conpleted and sone nenbers are |earning the content. Further, at
| east part of the evaluation should include an assessnent of how well the group
wor ked.

2. Every group menmber mnust feel sone responsibility for the |earning of
others in the group. However, there must also be individual accountability, a
chance for each person to prove that he/she has | earned the materi al

Getting Started

Even before students begin working in formal groups, the stage nust be set for
the event. You should try to use sone of the follow ng kinds of activities at

t he begi nning of the year or the beginning of a unit in which you want students
to work together cooperatively (If your classroomhas been conpetitive up to
this point, you may need to do several of these kinds of things in order to
reorient students):

1.) Start with some non-threatening, get-acquainted activities, such as these:

* interviewin pairs and introduce each other to the class

* have each student bring an object that is special to hinfher but snal
enough to be carried in one hand. C assmates ask questions to find out why the
object is special to the person. This works best if the teacher brings in

somet hing and the class questions her/himfirst. Then repeat the procedure wth
two or three students before the whole class. Then, supposedly for the sake of
saving tine, continue in quickly fornmed small groups.

* sit in acircle and share favorite things. See how many others in the
class like the sane things. Divide into groups on the basis of interest and give
time for sharing ideas.



2.) Start small by having students work in pairs on two or three tasks, such as
t hese:

* interview pairs and wite the introduction, sharing it with your partner

* pair off and give a sinple diagramto one nmenber of each pair (see "Sinple
Sket ches" in handout nmaterials). The nmenber with the diagram nust give ora
directions for drawing the diagramwhile his or her partner draws. To nmake this
nore difficult, have partners sit so that the direction-giver cannot see the
drawi ng. Conpare sketches. Exchange roles and conplete the same task using a new
di agram Discuss how a direction-giver can help the drawer w thout doing the
drawi ng for himor her.

* pair off and performa creative drama mrrors exerci se. Have students
start with sinmple, slow hand movenents. Then have them work on nmoving feet and

| egs. They can then focus on head novenents and facial expressions. At the end,
have themtry everything together, but in slow notion.

* pair off and share favorite books or favorite vacations or things they
like to do in their spare tine.

Once students seem confortable with pairs work, switch to triads for sone
activities and then to groups of four or five.

3.) Another way to start is to have one group working independently while the
teacher works with the rest of the class as a whole. Gradually add small groups
and decrease the remai ning class size until everyone is in a snall group

Preparation for G oup Wrk
Once students have had sone prelininary experiences and have begun to becone
acquai nted with each other, they should be ready for sone training in howto

work in full-sized, goal-oriented groups.

1.) Have students participate in sonme activities which illustrate how group work
can be beneficial and why everyone needs to contribute, such as the follow ng:

* 5-squares gane (see materials for further reading) with foll ow up
di scussion of the inmportance of giving and sharing in a group
* count the rectangles (see materials for further reading) with foll ow up

di scussion of two heads being better than one and the inportance of reaching
consensus rather than majority ruling

* round robin witing (see materials for further reading) with follow up
di scussi on of shared creativity as thought-provoking w thout |osing one's
individuality within the group

2.) Plan some special activities which focus on effective group invol verrent and
t roubl eshooti ng probl ens, such as these:

* hold a fishbow discussion (one group in the center discusses while
everyone el se sits around the outside and observes) with foll owup class

di scussi on of behaviors that hel ped the group's progress and behavi ors which

hi ndered or which did not help the group

* hold a fishbow discussion with assigned roles (i.e., dom nator, rejecter
| eader, questioner, verbal abuser, non-attender, summarizer, diverter, etc.)
with foll ow up discussion of who was doi ng what and the effect this had on the



group. This works especially well if the original fishbow discussion proceeded
quite snoothly. Also, this kind of denonstration can be repeated at any tine

t hat groups seemto be having problenms. Roles can be set up to match the actua
behavi or of people who are interfering with the groups.

* have a general class discussion of what to do if group nenbers do not
cooperate. These suggestions can be listed and nade into posters which can be
di spl ayed in the roomfor reference.

The First Attenpts

Initial small group activities are crucial. They should be carefully designed
for success. These are sonme gui delines which seemto work:

1. The teacher should choose the group nenbers, mixing a variety of factors
such as sex, maturity, verbal proficiency, general skill levels, etc. Each group
shoul d i nclude a range, but not the highest and | owest in the same group. It is
often hel pful to ask students to list two or three people with whomthey can
wor k (as opposed to get along with) and anyone with whomthey absol utely cannot
wor k. These lists should be used when groups are creat ed.

2. The first few tasks should be very specific and objective. Students shoul d
know exactly what is expected of themin terns of both behavior and content

| earning. Controversial topics, personal subjects, and things which call for
criticismof others should be avoided initially.

3. There nust be an end product which the group nust create together
Sonething in witing which all group nmenbers sign works well (i.e., a list,
checklist, fill-in-the-blank sheet, m nutes, work report, etc.). An oral report
can also work if the reporter cannot be selected in advance by the group

4. Atime limt nust be specified. Students need to know how nuch tinme they
have to conplete the task. Usually this should be atine [imt whichis close to
being realistic, but which is a bit short. This gives students a chance to
request nore tine and for the teacher to reward groups for working well together
and keepi ng on task.

5. Directions for the task should be given to the groups in printed form one
copy per group. This gets the groups working as groups quickly and renoves the
teacher fromthe dom nate position. It also cuts down on teacher tal k. Further
it gives students practice in purposeful reading.

6.

7. Be sure that students have the skills they need to succeed on a task.
Students can teach each other, but if no one in the groups has a necessary
skill, the whole group will flounder.

The foll owi ng are exanples of sone initial tasks which get groups off to a good
start:

* Have the class read a short story silently as individuals. Then form
groups for discussion. Each group is to review the story to make sure that
everyone conprehended it. Then each group is to nake a list of the main events
inthe plot. The tinme linmt would be about 10 to 15 minutes, depending upon the
age of the students and the difficulty of the story. At the end of the tineg,
lists are shared orally to produce a single class list which is witten on the
board. Signed lists are collected.

* Have students read an oral tradition tale before class. Formstudents into
groups. Each student nust retell his/her tale to the group. Each group nmenber is
to wite down whether he thinks the tale is a fairy tale, nyth, legend, folk
tale, or fable and why. These writing are then shared with the group and



di scussed. The group is to reach consensus about the type of tale. The teacher
t hen sel ects one nenber fromeach group to retell his or her tale for the class
(by careful observation the teacher should be able to spot different types of
tales being told so that the exanples are varied). One menber of the teller's
group then states what kind of tale was told and why the group identified it as
this type of tale. The class can then agree or disagree. Lists of
characteristics of various kinds of tales can be nade as di scussi on progresses.
As a follow up, the groups can choose one kind of tale and wite a group story
of that sort.

The Teacher's Rol e

VWen students work in small groups, teacher behavior must al so change. The maj or
focus nust be on hel ping the groups achieve their goals. However, the teacher
should not try to control all the behavior and flow of information. Rather

he/ she acts as a stage nanager, seeing to it that the stage for learning is set
and that a supportive, cooperative environment is maintained and that resources
whi ch groups may need are avail able. The follow ng guidelines should help the
teacher get groups working well

1. As groups work, the teacher should circul ate around the room observing
groups and individuals carefully. Let students know that you are aware of what
is being said and done in each group. Make notes and share your observations

wi th individuals or the group

2. Wt hout being obtrusive, nodel effective group participation by |listening
and occasionally contributing. Ask the group or an individual a question or
redirect a question to a quiet group menber. Act as a resource person only when
you are sure that no one in the group knows the answer or when it is clear that
there are equally strong but opposing vi ewpoints.

3. Try to keep your sights on long termgoals rather than short term ones.
Lack of progress during one class period may need to be overl ooked. G ve groups
time to learn to work together

4. Be prepared to step in at any nmonment and deal with any discipline or group
functioning problem but give group nenbers a chance to try to work out the
probl em by thenselves first. If you are asked to step in, ask the group to
define the problemand then ask them what they have already done to try to sol ve
the difficulty. Avoid just stepping in and solving the problemfor them

5. Work to nake the groups autonompus. |f every group needs the teacher's
help all at the sane tine or if the teacher has to give perm ssion before the
group can go on to another activity, time will be wasted and discipline wll

deteriorate. Groups waiting for the teacher's attention will create
di sturbances. As nuch as possible, provide reference materials and teach
students to use themso that they can find answers to many of their own

guesti ons.

6. Take class time now and then to reinforce the idea of effective group work
and solving problens in the group. Wiile this takes sone class tinme away from
the content initially, snoothly functioning groups will cover nore content

later, so this is tine well spent.

7. Be prepared to work individually with the three or four students who have
serious problens working with others. How you handl e these situations wll
depend on the individuals. Students who are willing to work in a group but whom

ot hers shun should be included in a group. However, there are a few students who
have such poorly devel oped social skills that they cannot get al ong wth anyone.
Sonetimes they can be paired with a willing partner. However, if the problemis

one of self-control, dom nance, or abusiveness, they may need to be separated.



One effective technique is to allowthemto listen to a group's discussion but
not take part.

Assessnent and Eval uation

When students work in groups, the teacher will need to adjust the types of
assessments and the nethods of evaluation that are used. The follow ng i deas nay
hel p you get started:

1. Keep anecdotal records of group progress, products, and how well students
work together. If possible, use checklists to aid in assessing. Keep students
i nfornmed of what you are noting about their involverment and | earning.

2. Have students evaluate the group's functioning and their own participation
frequently.
3. Make i ndividuals accountable for the functioning of the group. Wen this

i s possible, nake everyone in the group accountable for what others in the group
| earn. For exanple, reward the group that produces the highest total scores on a
test or makes the greatest ampunt of inprovenment in composition. |nclude group
processes in the grades. However, allow yourself the flexibility of also giving
an individual grade which rewards those who are nmaking the best progress in
content know edge or contributing nore than their fair share to the group

4. Tape record each group periodically. Gve themwitten and/or ora
f eedback on what you hear when you listen to the tape.
5. Once groups are working well, decrease the enphasis on group functioning

and increase the focus on content |earning, but do not ignore the fornmer.

Ti ps and Suggesti ons

The following are sonme ideas that you might find hel pful

1. Have students use a talking stick. Only the one with the stick may speak
Thi s person selects the next speaker by passing the stick
2. Descri be and nodel six-inch voices (audible only six inches away). Have

students get rid of the desks so they can talk face to face or side by side.
(Credit for this idea goes to Helen Hollingsworth.)

3. Separate groups physically with dividers (e.g., cardboard segnents,
bookcases, desks, etc.), but be sure you can see them all

4, Assign roles to group nenbers (i.e., |eader, recorder, questioner

sunmari zer, etc.). Periodically reassign the roles to others in the group

5. Have students rehearse actions which nmay cause problens such as nmoving the
furniture around.

6. Vi deot ape yoursel f and the groups. Analyze what is working and what isn't.
7. Use a specific cueing devise to signal that students are too | oud and

another to cue that the class should cease talking and |listen to you or others.
However, do not call the class to attention and then expect themto wait quietly
whil e you do something el se. They won't; they will start talking, or rather
socializing, in the groups. This contradicts your expectation of staying on task
while in the groups. Also, if you do this too often, they will stop attending to
your cues.

Probably the npst inportant advice is to keep in mnd that group work is only
one of nany instructional strategies fromwhich to choose. Select it when it
seens to be the best vehicle for achieving the educational outcones you desire.



For certain kinds of |earning, group work doesn't succeed. Don't try to make it
fit when it isn't the best choice.
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