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Introduction

Groupwork is often used as a teaching and assessment instrument in many HE institutions, yet evidence of success and more importantly the applicability of current group development theories to student groups is minimal.  Much is written on group development processes, and there is substantial evidence of how this applies to work-based groups (Belbin, 1981; Adair, 1986; West, 1994).  
Groupwork is used for many reasons: to manage a large cohort; to develop appropriate skills in collaboration; to simulate a real work environment; etc, and is considered by some to “lead to greater efficiency and effectiveness” (West, 1994) whilst others believe that “teams are inherently inferior to individuals, in terms of efficiency” (Robbins and Finley, 2000).  One of the key questions is whether or not groupwork produces a better outcome than working as individuals.  Robbins and Finley (2000) write about some of the common myths surrounding groupwork and challenge the assumptions many make with the view that “teams are here to stay” so we should find ways of ensuring they are effective. 

Do groups perform better?

Brown (1988) identifies several case studies of group performance versus individual performance in his book on Group Processes.  Brown commented on methods used to compare productivity of a group versus individuals, highlighting Ringelmann’s pulling strength; and Shaw’s group and individual logical problem solving.  Brown found that “these findings on group performance present a rather confusing picture.  Although groups seem to be generally superior in the simplest comparisons (i.e. groups versus average individual) when the performance of ‘best’ individuals or statisticised groups is examined, the result often seems to go the other way, the extent of the deficit varying from task to task” (ibid: p177).  Brown refers to Steiner’s theory of group productivity developed in 1972 to further examine this apparent deficit.  From his studies, Steiner concluded that individual productivity may be better than group productivity due to the groups’ failure to realise their full potential and allocate resources in the optimum way.  
On the other hand, there is significant support for the positive gains through using groupwork.  (Bruner, 1985, Johnson & Johnson, 1989, Slavin, 1995).  Waite and Davis (2006) write: “Previous research with student teachers had indicated that they actively sought out group situations to aid their learning (Waite & Gatrell, 2004), perhaps demonstrating a ’natural’ motivation to collaborate (Sotto, 1994)” (ibid: p406) indicating that the positive gains of groupwork were felt not only by teachers, psychologists and theorists, but also by students.  Waite and Davis (2006) developed a collaborative approach for students to learn research skills, believing that the collaboration would motivate the students better than an individual approach.
Team development

One idea for more effective group working is to develop a culture where group members take time to develop their team at the start of any period of groupwork.  Lizzio & Wilson (2006) refer to this as “transition-in activities”, though they question that this has a major impact on group effectiveness due to the lack of evidence based studies around team-building interventions.  They ask whether a student group would spend any time developing the team, and if they did what activity would they do?  Lizzio & Wilson studied the contribution of different team development activities to group formation and development by evaluating the effectiveness of self-managed student groups creating a group workshop/presentation for their peers.  They concluded that early teambuilding activities “may aid future group functioning” (ibid: 701); that it was unreasonable to expect students to independently refer to supporting resources unless they were experiencing problems; and that teams that met more frequently displayed greater success (Lizzio & Wilson, 2006).  

There is much debate on the value of team development activities, though few are focussed on the student learning environment.  Robbins & Finley (2000) give an excellent description of the ideas surrounding “adventure learning”, and conclude that “they will not be a better team because the mountaineering or web-climbing exercises were not really about teaming” (ibid: 192).  Although they agree the adventure learning provides many benefits, they argue these benefits will not enhance performance of a team.
Impact of groupwork on individuals

When groupwork is used, the social and emotional effects on individual group members are often overlooked.  From their study of 3rd year Business students in Australia, Volet & Mansfield concluded that “the study highlights the importance of explicitly valuing social forms of learning at university, and monitoring of group processes to encourage positive outcomes for individuals and the group” (ibid: 355, Volet & Mansfield, 2006).  They also noted it was a common view that “group assignments are emotionally and socially demanding with unclear benefits for student learning” (ibid: 342).  Similarly, Cartney and Rouse (2006) supported the benefits of monitoring the emotional impact on the student: “we would argue, however, that an awareness and understanding of the emotional aspects of learning, whilst maintaining a focus on the academic task, can help to foster an environment where students can develop their potential” (ibid p81).  Cartney and Rouse were interested in the impact of small group teaching on retention, and they held workshops where students were asked to share their feelings about groupwork.  The authors were keen to point out that the students’ feelings about and interactions with the group may be influenced by their previous experiences and self-perception.
Should group theory be explained?
When considering the process of groupwork, the question may be raised about how much we should tell students about groupwork?  There is support for tutors in group teaching, with several guides to facilitating students groups (Jaques, 2001 and Tiberius, 1995).  These guides use well known models and approaches, usually developed in a commercial or industrial context, and they advocate the sharing of these models with the students.  On the other hand, Hartley (1997) argues that we should not be teaching these theories to students, but instead we should be “enabling our students to develop their own critical enquiry into the nature and processes of project groups” (ibid: 104). 
Group selection
The composition of the group is a key consideration when choosing groupwork.  Livingstone and Lynch (2000) point out that groups selected using names or student numbers may ultimately lead to the same groups being allocated every time, and they advocate the use of random selection to avoid this.  However Lizzio and Wilson note that “the familiarity of group members, or their ‘prior acquaintanceship’ (i.e. whether they knew each other before working together), has been argued to provide an early baseline of relationship cohesion that might be of benefit in the context of a time-limited group (Campion et al., 1996; Wooten & Reed, 2000)” (ibid 693).
Development of student groups

Much of the evidence of how groups develop is based on models from the 60’s and 70’s, with the focus on work, social, training and laboratory groups.  This may be somewhat outdated and less applicable to student groups in an educational context.  Tuckman’s 1965 model of group development is often used to describe the stages groups progress through: forming, storming, norming and performing (Tuckman, 1975).  A final stage was added later, to reflect the ending of a group: adjourning.  Tuckman developed his theory based on a 1960’s study of as many small groups as possible, with a greater number of therapy and training groups in the sample.  Although some groups were underrepresented, Tuckman believed his model would work for any small group (Hartley, 1997).  

Similar to Tuckman’s model is that of Hare and Naveh (Napier & Gershenfeld, 1999), the LAIG model of group development.  The first stage (similar to forming) is the latent phase where the group are keen to agree the purpose, methods, expectations and obligations of the group so they are agreeable and do not raise issues of conflict.  This is followed by a period of adaptation, where the group is generating the essential facts for completing their task and is allocating roles based on their identification of the tasks they will need to accomplish to complete.  The struggle to compromise and move forward in the phase of integration and a greater level of flexibility is required to re-evaluate the position.  In the final stage of goal attainment the group are focussed on completion and achieving the goal.  This model may not form a linear process and groups may visit different stages at different times, in a cyclical pattern of behaviour.
A similar model is based on seasons (Heron, 1999), where there is defensiveness and a lack of trust in the initial (winter) phase; trust building and the development of a group culture in the spring phase; authentic behaviour and growth encouraged by open relationships in the summer phase; closure of the group and a review of progress before the group separates in the autumn.  The idea that a group follows a cyclical path is a common assumption in thinking surrounding group development, however this raises the question: do existing models of group development allow for stages to be missed out?  Tuckman believed all groups go through all stages in his model, although some stages may be passed through very quickly.  In his book on Group Communication, Hartley (1997) describes several other models of group development (e.g. Parsons, Bales and Strodtbeck) that are perhaps based on the Tuckman model.  These models differ from Tuckman’s in that they believe groups may flip between stages rather than flow through them in sequence (Hartley, 1997).  
Stephen Worchel (Napier & Gershenfeld, 1999) also believed in cycles of repeated behaviour throughout the group development process and developed the model with six stages: discontent, where group members feel isolated and participation is mostly from more dominant members; precipitating event where the group experiences some event that enables them to become productive and engage in discussion with each other; group identification where the group define their purpose and membership and develop a strong identity, perhaps engaging in intergroup conflicts; group productivity where the group focus on achieving the task; individuation where group members look at their individual needs and seek recognition for their contribution (they may evaluate differences in contributions so there is a strong possibility of defection in this stage) and finally decay, where group members remain focussed on individual needs and conflict in the group increases, and the group members blame others for failures.

Gersick’s model of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ is a notable model based on research of student groups (Gersick, 1990).  She found “no universal sequence of activities in the groups studied – nor was progress steady and gradual”.  Her groups were quick to establish their norms, without lengthy discussion, and quickly settled into the task.  About half way through the task, the groups adopted a significant change in approach – thus ‘punctuating’ their previous ‘equilibrium’.  The midpoint of their task was the start of a “major jump in progress” when the students became concerned about the deadline and their progress so far.  Following this shift in approach, the groups again settled into another productive phase of working together, followed by a sudden increase of energy to complete their task.  Gersick’s model differs significantly from the earlier Tuckman model, and the implications for teaching lie in when an intervention from the tutor should be made.  Hartley (1997) argues that a tutor may make an intervention too early if the tutor uses the Tuckman approach when the group is following a ‘punctuated equilibrium’ model.

These are just a few of the theoretical models developed to describe group development and interaction, based on research dating back to the 1950s.  In her book on Group Processes, Wheelan (1994) gives a brief history of group research (pp 149).  She refers to the work of Shaw as representing a turning point in group research.  Shaw was concerned that research looked predominantly at laboratory groups formed specifically to be studied, placed in isolation, and with all aspects of their meetings controlled by the researcher.  Shaw argued that these groups were not representative of a ‘natural’ group and that the important factor of group interaction with other groups was being ignored.  Hartley (1997) presented four case studies of the effects of intergroup interaction, with the finding that groups may develop a social identity so strong they may behave in ways that conform with the group (but may not necessarily be familiar for themselves), similar to the group identification phase in Worchel’s model.  No doubt there are various studies of individuals behaving ‘out of character’ when they feel a strong sense of alliance with a group.
Individual roles in student groups

A study conducted by Livingstone and Lynch (2000) comparing groups with a different approach to groupwork found that group members with roles were less likely to conflict with other members: “the implication is that the adoption of roles helps to moderate personality clashes, and makes the individual composition of the group and personal ‘histories’ less significant” (ibid p340).  They went on to say that “where members’ roles are not defined, groups may marginalise the contribution of members who are not expected to provide valuable input” (ibid p340).  
One of the questions is whether or not a student group needs a leader.  The concept of leadership and in particular Fielder’s ‘least preferred coworker scale’ is often discussed as a research tool in leadership style (Hartley, 1997; Napier and Gershenfeld, 1999).  This links with the model of situational leadership, where an effective leader would determine the maturity level of those being managed in relation to the task they were performing and adopt the most appropriate leadership style (Hersey and Blanchard, 1969). 

There are several models that believe particular roles are essential for an effectively performing team or group, however most are focussed on a work group.  Probably the most popular model is that of Meredith Belbin (1981) developed using research of management teams.  Belbin’s model is based on the premise that individuals will adopt a ‘preferred role’ in a group or team.  The eight roles identified by Belbin: company worker; chairman; shaper; plant; resource-investigator; monitor evaluator; team worker and completer-finisher each have particular attributes that help them contribute the essential qualities for an effective team, and the preferred role can be discovered using a simple questionnaire.  Belbin’s team roles model is used in education and organisations as a tool for selecting teams, developing skills and identifying possible gaps in performance as well as to experiment with the theory and concepts.  
A similar model is the “team management wheel” developed by Margerison and McCann.  In this model there are “eight distinct work functions [advising; innovating; promoting; developing; organizing; producing; inspecting and maintaining], and one all-encompassing area of co-ordination work called Linking” (ibid: p6).  To work to their full potential, the team should perform well in all nine areas.  The main criticisms of both Belbin and the Margerison McCann wheel is the way in which the “norms” are calculated to determine an individuals’ position and the assertion that roles or functions can be so clearly distinguished.

Another take on role allocation in the group may lead us to discuss the effect of task allocation (and whether this relates to the role of the member or not).  One of the groups in Livingstone & Lynch’s study mentioned above admitted that the high achieving student had completed most of the work on the basis they could do it better than the others.  This may be a fairly common approach: for groups to divide up all the tasks at the start of the project for members to do in isolation and then assemble the completed sections at the end avoiding any real group collaboration in between. 
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