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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

To think well as individuals we must learn to think well collectively--that is, 
we must learn to converse well. The first steps to learning to think better, 
therefore, are learning to converse better and learning to establish and 
maintain the sorts of social context, the sorts of community life, that foster 
the sorts of conversation members of the community value. 

Kenneth A. Bruffee 
"Collaborative Learning and the 'Conversation of Mankind'" 

One never simply learns to write. Rather one learns in certain social 
circumstances, for certain purposes, for certain readers, and the ability 
to do this is directly tied to the knowledge one possesses and shares with 
others in the writing situation. 

Patricia Bizzell 

"Cultural Criticism: A Social Approach to Studying Writing" 

Interest in collaborative pedagogies has ballooned over the past two decades. 

Now in the 90's, we find collaboration a common strategy for instructors in fields 

ranging from mathematics to composition, and servicing both undergraduate and 

graduate course concerns. Social learning practices have received a wide welcome from 

overburdened teachers struggling to meet the needs of varied student populations and 

timely grading demands. However, as many disillusioned practitioners have discovered, 

collaborative learning does not always work out as well as its advocates claim. Students 

are often lured into off-task discussion, and poor conflict management often sends groups 

reeling into low quality modes of production or no production at all. When groups fail to 

perform successfully, instructors fmd they have little recourse in the literature for help 

with these disturbing realities. Although much research has been conducted that would 

benefit teachers caught in this dilemma, this research is strewn across many different 
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disciplines with very little assimilated conclusions. As Noreen Webb notes, "Researchers 

and practitioners in the various disciplines involved have largely conducted their work in 

parallel, with cross-referencing of work in different fields the exception rather than the 

rule" ("Peer Interaction, Problem-solving" 5). 

A comprehensive understanding of collaboration and collaborative pedagogies is 

long overdue. However, an attempt to assimilate the massive body of research on peer 

groups into a applicable model for investigative use, across the entire span of academic 

arenas in which it is currently being practiced, would be both impossible and useless. 

Such a model would necessarily be vague and unreliable when applied to the highly 

differentiated concerns of various disciplines. Therefore, it follows that each discipline 

should take the initiative to organize the data on collaborative learning groups for its own 

unique needs and applications. In this way, teachers in that field may begin to practice 

collaborative instruction from a more knowledgeable and trustworthy perspective. 

In this thesis, I will assimilate current data on collaboration for composition 

instructors. Specifically, I will arrange applicable information into a descriptive model 

to visually relate influences affecting collaborative groups. Moreover, I will translate 

this data into explicit directives for using collaborative writing pedagogies. However, 

before launching this maiden voyage, several preliminaries need to be settled; in 

particular, I must defme collaborative writing as the term is used among academic and 

industrial writing researchers. Secondly, I must explain why this pedagogy is worth 

pursuing: in other words, why collaboration represents a valid construct for writing 

instruction. Finally, I must clarify how a descriptive model will best explain new 

information and relationships. In the following sections, I will address these preliminary 
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concerns: what collaborative writing is, why collaborative pedagogies work, and how a 

descriptive model will help. 

1.1 What is Collaborative Writing? 

In the field of English, instructors use peer groups to accomplish a number of 

learning objectives such as discussing literary masterpieces, revising freshmen essays, or 

composing multi-authored technical documents. The terms used to describe such variant 

practices include small groups, discussion groups, peer revision, group work, and, 

perhaps most problematic of all, collaborative writing. Although each of these 

collaborative pedagogies represents an important contribution to English studies, 

collaborative writing continues to move into the forefront of writing instruction. With its 

strong emphasis upon the negotiation of meaning among peers, across the medium of 

written text in progress, collaborative writing offers students a challenging opportunity to 

develop both individual and group writing processes. The term collaborative writing, 

however, is used by English scholars to represent many different degrees of student 

interaction. Therefore, to begin investigating this pedagogy further, one must frrst 

reconcile the disparate definitions of collaborative writing. 

Collaborative writing has remained an ambiguous term since its "discovery" 

several decades ago. 1 A review of the literature in fields using collaborative writing as an 

instructional methodology will unveil numerous attempts to delineate the teaching 

practices commonly contained within this category. Scholars in the fields of 

Composition, Education, Speech Communications, and Business and Technical 

Communications, continue to disagree over what constitutes "collaboration" in writing. 
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Some scholars believe that proofreading by someone other than the author represents 

collaboration, while others demand a more supportive interaction or even word-by-word 

co-authoring construction in order to apply this term. 

Clearly, this concept needs clarification for any productive discussion or 

investigation to occur. For the purposes of this discussion, I will begin our delineation of 

collaborative writing pedagogies from other peer work practices by using Mary Lay and 

William Karis' definition of "successful collaboration" as follows: "The efficient 

production of an effective product with a minimum of disruptive conflict" (9). While 

this definition refers specifically to "successful" collaborative writing, several basic 

elements of all group writing are nonetheless established. First of all, collaborative 

writing places a distinct emphasis on the "production" of text. Like other 

writing-as-process pedagogies, producing effective written discourse in an efficient way 

represents a primary focus. Secondly, collaborative writing involves the joint production 

of one "product," or what Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford identify as "the plural 

authorship of singular texts" (Singular Texts 13). The idea of multi-authorship remains a 

pivotal distinction separating "true" collaborative writing from its closest cousins, peer 

revision and peer editing, in which students retain authorship rights over their own, 

individually written drafts. 

Finally, Lay and Karis' defmition addresses a third essential feature of 

collaborative writing--the issue of conflict. As many instructors using collaborative 

writing strategies will acknowledge, conflict can often make or break the success of a 

peer group. While substantial conflict is essential for the functional maturation and 

creative development of peer groups, interpersonal or procedural conflict can easily 
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damage a group's productivity and/or members' learning experiences. Therefore, conflict 

must be considered a delicate but important component of any definition of collaborative 

writing. 

In summary, collaborative writing involves a group of individuals working 

together to produce a single document. To accomplish this seemingly simple task, 

however, group members must work through a complex integration process whereby 

their individual personalities, writing habits, and conflict management strategies become 

interconnected as the unique structure of a decision-making group. While such complex 

integration procedures may seem secondary to and even distracting from primary 

instructional concerns, collaborative writing pedagogies, as the next section will 

illustrate, offer distinct learning benefits which few other strategies may claim. 

1.2 Why Use Collaborative Writing? 

Collaborative learning methods have become a prominent focus of research over 

the past two decades. The results of this research are clear: collaborative learning 

methods are effective in promoting higher student performance than traditional methods 

which require students to learn and apply information individually. More specifically, 

collaborative writing pedagogies help students improve the "communicative quality" of 

their writing when working on both group and individual writing tasks. As Angela 

O'Donnell et al. report of their representative investigation, "The results of the study 

showed that students in the cooperative condition significantly outperformed the 

individual [control] group on a measure of the communicative quality of the writing on 
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both the initial [group writing] task and on the transfer [subsequent individual writing] 

task" (307). 

Furthermore, as Michael Tritt notes, "Full collaboration, as part of a writing 

program, can involve students uniquely in a process of sharing their abilities and 

difficulties, giving them emotional and technical support during a composing process in a 

school context which is frequently alienating and intimidating" (85-86). Thus, 

collaborative writing offers distinct academic benefits to students which traditional 

methods cannot claim. Not only is the negotiative process involved in collaborative 

writing a useful catalyst for the development of both cognitive and social (interpersonal) 

skills, but the mere exposure to other students' ways of handling substantive and 

structural writing problems can add to a student writer's understanding and use of 

effective writing processes. Therefore, both empirical and experiential accounts attest to 

the successfulness of collaborative writing methods to achieve academic objectives. 

In addition to the proven benefits of collaborative writing for encouraging higher 

academic performance, this method reflects a prominent reality in industrial writing 

practices. For example, Ede and Lunsford report from their extensive study of 

collaboration that "our hypotheses that co- and group-writing is a well-established 

phenomenon in major professions have been clearly confliiiled; 87% of our respondents 

[in a survey of 1200 professionals in six major professional fields] report that they 

sometimes write as part of a team or group" ("Current Research" 69-70). Furthermore, in 

another study, Lester Faigley and Thomas Miller "surveyed 200 professionals concerning 

their on-the-job writing and learned that 73.5% of these professionals wrote 

collaboratively on the job" (560). While these figures may be somewhat affected by the 
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disparate defmitions of collaborative writing discussed earlier, evidence remains in favor 

of the fact that writing in industry frequently involves group production of a single 

product. In other words, multiple authorship represents a recognized and valued practice 

throughout modern industry. 

Thus, collaborative writing promotes higher student performance, encourages the 

development of both writing and interpersonal skills, and more accurately reflects the 

industrial realities many students will face upon graduation. Therefore, instructors 

should respond to the changing needs of academic and industrial life by instituting a 

curriculum that will develop students' abilities to perform competently in both individual 

and group writing circumstances. However, to do this, instructors must understand how 

groups work. Information regarding group functioning, as mentioned earlier, largely 

remains scattered across multiple disciplinary orientations. In the next section, I will 

describe how a descriptive model can efficiently organize this information to meet 

instructional needs. 

1.3 How Will a Descriptive Model Help? 

A descriptive model will help organize and interpret the vast body of research on 

collaboration in two ways. Specifically, this model will classify and detail influences 

affecting writing groups, and it will provide a springboard for developing classroom 

directives. In the following paragraphs, I will elaborate each of these functions. 

First, a descriptive model will visually relate elements at work in a collaborative 

writing group. Associated text will then explicate each of these elements as they are 

defmed by the theoretical and empirical research of scholars in the fields of Education; 
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English~ Business, Speech and Technical Communications; and Behavioral, Cognitive, 

and Social Psychology. My approach will follow the social anthropological paradigm. 

M.L.A. Abercrombie describes this paradigm as follows: "[It] seeks to comprehend 

relationships: e.g. between beliefs and practices, and between organizational patterns and 

customary responses of individuals. The end product of research is not a set of 'fmdings,' 

as such, nor an undigested assembly of facts and figures, but an interpretation of a highly 

complex system" ( 44). 

Collaborative writing groups are, as any human organization, highly complex 

systems. Too often, we misunderstand their complexity and attempt to create them by 

the hit or miss pattern which Karen Burke LeFevre identifies as "add people and stir" 

(49). Thus, a descriptive model will guide instructors to form their groups from a 

knowledge of interrelated situational and individual factors, not from guesswork. In 

other words, a descriptive model will classify and describe both input and process 

variables influencing group activity. Initially, this model will explain input variables, 

which represent necessary preconditions for writing groups to perform effectively in task 

functions, so that an instructor may consider these needs when assigning student groups. 

Forming effective groups should eliminate many later struggles which frustrate both the 

students within the failing groups and the instructors witnessing this failure. Chapter II 

will outline these fundamental considerations. Additionally, the proposed model will 

provide necessary information regarding process variables which affect collaborative 

writing groups once formed. Process variables include functional group needs, the role 

of communication, and group development over time. Chapter III will address these 

factors as well as how they affect group success or failure. 
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Secondly, in addition to classifying and describing variables. the proposed model 

will serve as a springboard for developing explicit directives to create and maintain 

writing groups. Instructors desiring to implement collaborative writing methods should 

be prepared not only to form effective groups, but also to maintain those groups. As Lay 

and Karis note, "When students have been schooled to compete through individual 

writing performance rather than to cooperate in group settings ... teachers should not 

expect all students to quickly master the interpersonal and group skills required for 

successful collaborative writing" (199-201). Preparing students to participate effectively 

in their new writing groups involves a careful training process that considers not only 

necessary writing skills, but interpersonal communication and leadership skills as well. 

Thus, a descriptive model, by establishing the working components of a collaborative 

writing group, will demonstrate which elements an instructor should consider in both the 

initial assignment and the preparatory training of group members. Chapter IV will detail 

the pedagogical implications of the descriptive model established in the earlier chapters. 

Moreover, this chapter will offer specific recommendations for forming, training, and 

monitoring student writing groups. 

In summary, a descriptive model will defme the input and process variables at 

work in a collaborative writing group. Such a model will attempt to "meld the causal 

powers" of this pedagogical construct and to account for both the origin and 

transformation of the influences acting within and upon it (Poole et al., "Group 

Decision-Making" 75). Moreover, the model will serve to assist instructors in the 

implementation of collaborative writing pedagogies in the classroom. Above all, it will 
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be a practical device to summarize and disseminate a vast body of research to the 

instructors who need it. 

In conclusion, collaborative writing involves a group of students jointly 

composing a single document. As a pedagogy, collaboration promotes higher student 

performance and learning than methods which emphasize only traditional teacher-student 

interaction. However, effective collaboration does not occur by chance. To implement 

collaborative writing groups effectively, teachers must understand how groups work. A 

descriptive model will provide this information. In Chapters II and III, I will outline the 

features of the model proposed in this thesis, located in Appendix A. Finally, in Chapter 

IV, I will discuss the implications of these variables for classroom use. 
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Notes 

1 Obviously, no one really knows how long collaboration or collaborative writing 
has existed. The "discovery" I cite here refers to the method's appearance as an 
instructional device in the late 60's and early 70's. 
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CHAPTER II 

INPUT VARIABLES 

Generating a descriptive model to organize the extensive research on 

collaborative groups is certainly not a new concept. Several authors from Speech 

Communications have been working at this goal for more than a decade. A brief look at 

some of their discoveries will provide a useful background for modern model 

formulation. 1 Specifically, such an overview will highlight some of the problems 

encountered with model creation, such as determining what elements to include or which 

organizational schema to use. In short, this brief history of model creation in 

collaborative research will provide a paradigmatic grounding to guide present and future 

efforts towards development of group learning pedagogy. 

In this chapter, I will begin by elucidating the strengths and weaknesses of 

selective models as applied to composition. Following this discussion, I will introduce 

the organizational schema of my model: a dichotomous division of input and process 

variables and explain how this schema remedies some of the weaknesses of earlier 

formulations. Finally, I will elaborate the first of the model's two subspheres--input 

variables. 

2.1 Previous Models 

As early as 1981, Linda Jewell and Joseph Reitz, in their work, Group 

Effectiveness in Organizations, created a "model of group behavior" ( 152) that included 

such influences as physical and social environments, individual member characteristics, 
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group characteristics, group processes, and group outcomes (See Appendix B: Sample 

Models 1 ). This model displayed the authors' attempt to propose causal relationships 

among these influences and ultimate group outcomes resulting from interaction. The 

authors suggested that four factors--individual member characteristics, group 

characteristics, physical environment, and social environment, provided the foundational 

material from which, frrst, group processes, and second, group outcomes evolve (152). 

Furthermore, the authors classified group outcomes, the fmal products of social 

interaction, as either internal outcomes, such as cohesiveness or conformity, or external 

outcomes, such as decisions or task performance (152). Jewell and Reitz's model 

exhibits noteworthy clarity and logic in their dissection of group behavioral influences. 

However, the use of their model remains limited for the composition instructor because 

their primary focus aimed at groups in organizations not writing groups in higher 

learning institutions. While some significant similarities exist among all task-oriented 

groups, essential differences between industrial and academic groups, as well as 

differences among groups organized for various tasks, limit the applicability of this 

model to composition. 

In 1982, Paul Hare, in Creativity in Small Groups, suggested a different 

conceptualization of collaborative learning research (See Appendix B: Sample Models 

2). Hare titled his model, "system levels in the interaction process" (19) and explained 

these system levels in a flow chart including six main categories: environment, culture, 

social system, social interaction, personality, and biological nature. Hare proposed that 

social interaction represented the end product of influences feeding into the group from 

two source orientations: on one side, environment, culture, and social system influenced 
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social interaction for the group as an entire entity, and on the other side, personality and 

biological nature affected social interaction at a more individual level. Hare's model, and 

its accompanying text, did not attempt to explain group behavior exhaustively or to make 

predictions of group outcomes, as Jewell and Reitz's model did; rather, Hare's model 

represented a visual summary of "the system levels appearing in most theoretical 

analyses of social interaction" (18). Again, Hare's model offers only limited information 

or practical application to the writing teacher both for its brevity and its speech 

communication orientation. 

In 1986, two prominent researchers in Speech Communications, Randy Hirokawa 

and Marshall Scott Poole, wrote one of the frrst, and certainly the most comprehensive, 

descriptions of the essential functional components for models of group communication 

and the criteria by which such models could be judged. In "A Critical Assessment," the 

authors listed six distinct functions of communication within groups that should be 

considered in any comprehensive model of group communication. They proposed that 

communication within groups serves the following functions: social information 

processing, analytic, procedural, goals, synergistic, and rhetorical (27-28). Additionally, 

the authors suggested that "both simpler and sophisticated [models] share a common 

deficiency: They do not offer a sufficiently flexible or detailed picture of interaction 

dynamics. As a result, most such analyses run the dual risks of triviality and 

meaninglessness" (29). 

While Hirokawa and Poole's discussion of the purposes and pitfalls of group 

communication models did not lead the researchers to generate their own model, their 

work in this area provided valuable critical tools for future model development. Their 
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work represents a significant advancement in collaborative learning research, and more 

specifically, the formation of conceptual models because the researchers defmed basic 

theoretical underpinnings and directives to serve as guidelines for subsequent model 

development. In other words, Hirokawa and Poole created a critical language to discuss 

and evaluate descriptive models without which developmental procedures would 

necessarily be hindered. 

In 1989, Randy Hirokawa and Dierdre Johnston sought to consolidate an 

extensive body of research dealing with collaborative groups into a "general theory of 

group decision-making" (500). Hirokawa and Johnston's work reiterated and elaborated 

a key concept from the earlier studies of Jewell and Reitz and Hare. This concept 

suggested that group activity resulted from the combined influences of what Hirokawa 

and Johnston term "individual- and system-level factors" (504). Hirokawa and Johnston 

cited numerous studies which concurred that group behavior was affected by two distinct 

sets of influences--one set brought into the group by the makeup and ideologies of group 

participants, and the other set created by the group's interaction, a sort of group "life" 

distinguishable from individual participants. This conceptualization of group activity as 

dualistically influenced, introduced in earlier works but developed and confirmed in the 

work of Hirokawa and Johnston, has remained a useful division for initially breaking 

down the extensive body of small group research. While Hirokawa and Johnston's work 

did culminate in the production of a descriptive model, this model is tremendously 

complex and difficult to use (see Appendix B: Sample Models 3). Not only is the model 

constructed using technical symbols uncommon to composition, but the model accounts 

for many more variables than necessary for understanding collaborative writing groups. 
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Steven Beebe and John Masterson, in Communicating in Small Groups: 

Principles and Practices (1990), have created an additional model worth mentioning (see 

Appendix B: Sample Models 4). Their model of group communication includes six 

spheres arranged in a hexagon; each sphere represents a category of research applicable 

to an understanding of communicative activities in small group settings. The categories 

include "situation, leadership, individual/group goals, norms, roles, and cohesiveness" 

(38) and are equally interrelated as displayed through numerous arrows connecting each 

sphere to all the others. This model, while straightforward, deemphasises the complexity 

of the interrelationships among the categorical factors it attributes. By avoiding any 

indication of causality, claiming that all factors equally affect all other factors, the model 

becomes subject to Hirokawa and Poole's criticism of meaninglessness (29). 

Furthermore, Beebe and Masterson's model exemplifies the inconsistencies 

pervasive throughout research on small groups. At an earlier time, it might have been 

enough to simply propose which factors belong in an analysis of group interaction, but 

the mere identification of factors is no longer satisfactory. Research in this area has 

moved beyond initial identification, and yet, there is admittedly insufficient research to 

support a concrete assessment of causality among interaction components. However, by 

studying the many investigations of individual components that have been conducted in 

several related disciplines, by considering the numerous experiential accounts of 

instructors using peer work pedagogies, and by applying a fair amount of common sense, 

one can begin to suggest preliminary relationships. Thus, Beebe and Masterson's model, 

while typical of the models contained in many current communication textbooks, is 
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disappointing for its insensitivity to modem research trends and for its overly simplistic 

representation of a highly complex system. 

Reviewing past model formulations tells us several things about generating a 

descriptive model of collaborative writing groups for composition instructors. First of 

all, it tells us that it has never been done. Most model formation has been conducted 

outside the field of Composition by researchers with different academic interests and 

purposes. Secondly, it tells us that although researchers have been working on group 

behavior and communication models for over a decade, very little headway has been 

gained. Decisions about what information to include and how to breakdown and 

interrelate that information remain highly problematic with no consistent historical 

precedents. Thus, my brief review of past developments in model formation suggest that 

creating a model of collaborative writing groups for the specific purpose of assisting 

instructors in conceptually organizing and comprehending the massive body of research 

on collaborative learning, along with all the intricate nuances of interrelation and 

application that such research offers to the composition classroom, will be a maiden 

voyage across a haphazardly charted sea. In the following section, I will propose my 

plan for undertaking this journey. 

2.2 Input and Process Variables 

Obviously, the first step in this venture involves determining in which general 

direction to proceed. Fortunately, past models can offer some advice in this area. As 

mentioned earlier, the models of Jewell and Reitz, Hare, and Hirokawa and Johnston, all 

propose that group interaction is mediated by two distinct sets of influences. Though 
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each of these models uses different terminology to identify these factors, each set 

contains influences directly related to the individual group members and influences 

interactively generated by the group itself. Therefore, Hirokawa and Johnston's 

representative terms, "individual-level factors" and "system-level factors," appear to 

establish a useful dichotomy for the backbone of a descriptive model. However, this 

fundamental dichotomy neglects many other influences, such as the task structure or the 

group size, which documented research claims to be equally important factors in group 

experiences. Since the individual/system dualism fails to account for these factors, it 

cannot support a comprehensive model. 

Instead of using the terms "individual" and "system" to create a binary foundation 

for a descriptive model of collaborative writing groups, the terms "input variables" and 

"process variables" offer a more complete representation of the current research 

(Hirokawa, "The Role of Communication" 196). Input variables include all influences 

which are present before the group ever holds its frrst meeting. In other words, this 

category contains both situational factors (task structure, group size, classroom power 

bases, and reward structure) and individual factors (group members' personalities, 

resources, and task representations). Unlike previous binary conceptualizations, the term 

"input variables" does not exclude equally important influences of the group's 

environment and task. 

Process variables include all influences which become activated only through the 

interaction of the group members. These variables cannot be attributed to any one 

individual member; rather, they develop as unique characteristics defining a particular 

group. Process variables include the functional needs of groups (leadership emergence, 
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task roles, and socioemotional roles) and the development of groups over time (phases of 

development; conflict and creativity; the structuration of group norms; and 

cohesiveness). The term "process variables" suggest that a group is not a stagnate entity, 

but one that grows and changes to meet the differing needs of both its members and its 

task. This suggestion of maturation more accurately reflects prominent research 

conclusions. 2 

Thus, the developing model contains two distinct groupings of factors (see 

Appendix A: Descriptive Model of Factors Affecting Collaborative Writing Groups). 

These groupings converge with the frrst and any subsequent meeting(s) of the group. 

Input variables describe the situational and individual constituents present prior to group 

interaction, and process variables represent the combinatory results of these constituents 

and additional byproducts of group interplay. A closer investigation of the proposed 

model will further illuminate specific components, along with focused commentary on 

the relevancy of each component to collaborative writing groups in composition 

classrooms. With the introduction of each new component, the reader may refer to the 

model in Appendix A to visualize developing relationships among various factors. I will 

begin by discussing input variables, both situational and individual factors, in this 

chapter. Then, in Chapter Two, I will complete the model by detailing its second 

subsphere, process variables. 

2.3 Situational Factors 

Situational factors represent the frrst of two categories contained in input 

variables. Situational factors include all influences related to the group's task and 
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environment; moreover, these influences derive from the task structure, group size, 

classroom power bases, and reward structure at work in a particular instructional setting. 

Basically. these influences determine the degree to which groups become groups, and not 

mere collections of individuals. In other words, as will be explained in the following 

sections, situational factors influence the amount of competition or cooperation 

experienced by group members, and resultingly, the development and success of 

collaborative endeavors. In the following sections, I will discuss each situational factor 

separately, beginning with task structure. 

2.3.1 Task Structure 

Task structure represents the frrst situational factor contained within the 

subcomponent of input variables. Numerous researchers have investigated the influence 

of task structure upon group performance and interaction. 3 These researchers 

consistently report that the structure of an assigned task greatly affects the group's 

success or failure, suggesting that a properly constructed task acts as a precondition for 

both beneficial interaction and task accomplishment to occur. Several conclusions may 

be drawn from this research regarding the types of tasks which groups perform most 

effectively, the role of interaction in successful task accomplishment, and the need for 

clarity among task goals. 

First of all, researchers in both Speech Communications4 and Composition5 

suggest that groups perform most effectively at complex evaluative tasks that involve the 

"pooling of information or the application of concepts that have been mastered in the 

abstract" (Bouton and Masterson 17). In other words, groups function best in the 
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problem-solving capacities that collaborative writing, in its fullest sense, integrates. 

Noreen Webb reports that this kind of task structure promotes the sorts of helping 

behaviors that benefit interacting students ("Verbal Interaction" 37). Additionally, 

multi-stage problem-solving, such as occurs when student writers negotiate meaning in a 

single text, forces students to consider and reconcile highly disparate viewpoints, a 

process which encourages them to engage in much more sophisticated levels of 

information processing than required by most instructional methods. 

Realizing that the team learning process is most effective with tasks involving 

complex integrative and evaluative demands allows instructors to avoid simpler, less 

effective collaborative tasks such as peer editing. Peer editing or other tasks which 

involve what Hirakawa identifies as "single correct answers" ("The Role of 

Communication" 194) have been proven to be more successfully accomplished when 

performed by individuals rather than groups. In other words, groups tend to take more 

time and display less accuracy than individuals, in tasks involving one right answer. 

Thus, teachers should avoid assigning such tasks to collaborative groups. 

Assigning inappropriate tasks will only lead to frustration for both teacher and 

students, and to a great deal of off-task behavior as students struggle with the artificiality 

of the task. Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford claim that artificiality results from tasks that 

are not challenging enough to warrant the efforts of the entire group: in other words, 

"one person could really complete the assignment alone" (Singular Texts 123-124). 

Thus, to be effective, collaborative task structures must not only allow for more than one 

correct response, they must be complex enough to necessitate each members' input. In 

short, effective tasks will force group members to rely on each other. In Chapter IV, I 
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will give specific suggestions for designing appropriate collaborative writing tasks. For 

now, my point remains that informed pedagogues of collaboration will avoid assigning 

groups to busywork tasks for which they are not really the most able candidate or that are 

not sufficiently challenging enough, in magnitude or difficulty, to require interaction. 

A second important feature of task structure is the degree and quality of 

interaction promoted by the assigned task. Hirokawa states that group interaction and 

communication play a "critical role" in the successful accomplishment of complex tasks 

("Decision-Making Efficacy" 193). Additionally, Noreen Webb stresses the importance 

of interaction to student learning in her study of interaction patterns, stating that "the 

evidence is strong enough to defend the importance of interaction for learning in groups" 

("Student Interaction" 441 ). Furthermore, researchers such as Brant Burleson et al. have 

compared unrestricted interaction to numerous other group work strategies such as the 

Nominal Group Technique and statistical decision schemes, in which interaction is 

restricted to varying degrees. These researchers have consistently found empirical 

support to confmn that unrestricted interaction is the most effective means of producing 

high quality decisions in group contexts (569). Thus, unrestricted interaction (which 

does not necessarily mean undirected interaction) represents a fundamental determinant 

of group task success. 

In collaborative writing groups, the degree of restriction upon group interaction 

varies widely from one classroom, instructor, and assignment to the next. The amount of 

restriction placed upon interaction usually results, however, from the instructions given 

to the group for completing their assigned task. Often, instructors will quite 

unknowingly choke the interaction of a group with strict directives, not only pertaining to 
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the fmal written product to be turned in, but also pertaining to the manner in which the 

group should carry out procedures necessary for arriving at the fmal product. Such 

explicit directives tend to send group members spinning off into different directions to 

complete their task in piecemeal, when research has shown that the negotiative process of 

struggling through tasks together more adequately represents the core benefit of 

collaborative pedagogies. 

Therefore, instructors should carefully consider what type of and how many 

directives to give their groups when making an assignment. Research suggests that 

knowledgeable instructors will be less concerned that they obtain a perfect recreation of 

some "ideal form" in their heads and, instead, more willing to push their students to 

engage in the intense interactive process of negotiative creativity that group work 

provides. Thus, in the interests of effective collaboration, instructors should surrender a 

portion of their classroom control and trust that the results of ensuing interaction will 

surpass whatever productive goals the instructors might have intended. 

A fmal feature of task structure that requires commentary is task goal clarity. 

Randy Hirokawa defines two aspects of goal clarity: ( 1) "the degree to which the group 

is aware of the end states that need to be achieved for successful task completion," and 

(2) "the degree to which the group is cognizant of the proper means to achieve desired 

end states" ("Decision-Making Efficacy" 192-193). Initially, this emphasis upon clarity 

of assignment "end states" and the means to achieve those end states may seem 

contradictory to previous suggestions that instructors avoid placing too many strict 

directives upon groups when making assignments. However, these two task structure 

considerations do not really contradict each other. Groups do need to know what their 
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primary task objectives are, and they do need to figure out a way to meet those 

objectives, along with other socioemotional objectives common to all groups which will 

be discussed in later chapters. Ede and Lunsford report from their research of 

collaborative writing on the job that "the degree to which goals are clearly articulated 

and shared" among group members distinctly affects group members' satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with group writing experiences (Singular Texts 65). 

The reconciling point to remember is that the instructor cannot provide complete 

task goal clarity. Although task goal clarity begins with the way the instructor initially 

presents the assigned task, it ultimately results from the verbal give-and-take of group 

members as they coordinate differing opinions of what a successful response to a 

collaborative writing assignment should be and how to compose and arrange that 

response. Collaborative writing assignments that seek to establish beneficial task 

structures for group activity will be clear enough for group members to agree upon the 

essential purposes and requisites of their fmal product, and yet flexible enough to allow 

the group to experience the creative power that collaboration engenders. 

In conclusion, successful collaborative writing tasks should involve an adequate 

level of complexity such that there is more than one right way to proceed with the task 

and more than one acceptable product. Meg Morgan et al. advise writing teachers to 

construct their tasks "complex enough to merit collaborative effort but still 

straightforward enough to be completed with the allotted course time" (21). 

Furthermore, Harvey Weiner states that the collaborative writing teacher will focus more 

on the manner in which the students debated, decided, and constructed their collective 

response than on "leading students toward an already acknowledged 'right answer"' (56). 
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Balancing issues of clarity and complexity in assigned task structures will establish a 

favorable climate for beneficial interaction, negotiation, and learning to occur. 

In addition to task structure, the size of a collaborative group will affect the 

manner in which members relate as a team. In particular, some group sizes work more 

effectively than others. In the following section, I will discuss various conclusions of 

group size research and how composition teachers should apply that research to 

collaborative writing. 

2.3.2 Group Size 

Group size represents the second situational factor of input variables. 

Determining an appropriate group size for any given task involves the careful weighing 

of multiple theoretical and practical considerations. Theoretical considerations include 

the empirically determined "optimum small group size," as well as functional group size 

and socialloafmg behavior. Practical considerations focus upon mediating research 

conclusions about group size in light of a given writing task and the educational 

objectives instructors hope to promote through that task. In the following paragraphs, I 

will discuss each of these considerations in turn, beginning with theoretical 

considerations. 

Research studies, conducted in several related social science and communications 

disciplines, suggest that the optimum group size for task-oriented small groups should 

range from three to eight members (Nelson and Smith 60). Specifically, the majority of 

this research points to five as the optimum size for small groups working on task-related 

functions. 6 Several explanations have been promoted to account for this number. First 

25 



of all, a group of five is neither too large to restrict the amount of participation of each 

individual nor too small to create the pressures of face-to-face interaction, common to 

dyads, which many individuals dislike. In addition, a group of five consists of an odd 

number of individuals assisting the group in avoiding both the gridlock situations 

common to many even-numbered groups and the isolated minority situations associated 

with groups of three. 

Research has shown that coalition formation exists as a powerful influence upon 

members' behavior and decision-making in group work and should be considered when 

determining group size (Hare, Handbook 229). This research suggests that 

even-numbered groups, such as groups of four or six, tend to form two coalitions of two 

or three members which results in a "hung jury" for the group. This functional gridlock 

leads the group to perform less effectively than groups which do not experience this 

interruption. Additionally, groups of three tend to form coalitions of two against one, 

isolating and often silencing one member; again, the group ultimately suffers from this 

loss of one individual's perspective. Students participating in odd-numbered groups of 

five or more typically do not experience the negative influence of coalitions and thus, 

tend to be preferred by both researchers and practitioners. 

Finally, students participating in five-member groups enjoy the flexibility of a 

group large enough to allow for frequent role shifts and redefmitions (Hare, Handbook 

229). This flexibility assists group members, especially inexperienced members, in 

adjusting role relationships or interaction patterns that become awkward or inadept to 

further the group toward goal accomplishment. 
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In addition to coalition formation, functional group size and socialloafmg 

behavior combine to represent a second theoretical concern related to research. 

Functional group size refers to the number of participating members within a group. 

Research has shown that often, as group size increases, particularly beyond five 

members, the number of nonparticipating members increases (Hare, Creativity 144); this 

increase in the number of nonparticipants creates a functional group size smaller than the 

actual number of group participants. In one study of groups of 2, 3, 6, and 10 university 

students, researchers discovered that the functional size of the group, not the actual size, 

was the more significant predictive factor of group performance (Hare, Creativity 144). 

Nonparticipating group members, or what Webb calls "social loafers" ("Peer Interaction" 

90) do not contribute to the group's working resources and are therefore unnecessary to 

the group. Webb explains her observations of this phenomenon as follows: "Rather than 

pool their mental efforts, teams or particular team-members often show reduced 

expenditure of mental effort, loafmg behavior, even effort-avoidance, in ways that 

debilitate learning" ("Peer Interaction" 90). Obviously, the best preventative for social 

loafmg behavior is simply to avoid creating groups larger than necessary to complete a 

given task. As discussed in the previous section on task structure, effective tasks should 

be complex enough to demand the full participation of each member. Carefully assessing 

an appropriate group size for a task goes hand in hand with insuring sufficient 

complexity. Thus, such assessment represents an important means for instructors to 

prevent students from shunning task responsibilities and crippling group productivity. 

Along with theoretical considerations, several prominent Composition specialists 

have discussed practical considerations of appropriate group size for writing tasks. 
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Aware of group size research in other disciplines, these researchers claim that writing 

groups function best with only three to five members. 7 Morgan et al. prefer three or four 

member groups claiming that these sizes seem to "work most successfully" on 

collaborative writing tasks (22). The researchers' defense of smaller sizes include 

students' scheduling problems which inhibit group meetings outside of class and, of 

course, time constraints placed upon writing assignments. Certainly, time considerations 

and student needs must remain central to any assessment of appropriate group size. 

Theoretical and empirical research can provide an instructor with a basic understanding 

of the various benefits and costs related to different group sizes; however, as any 

experienced educator will attest, research and theory must always be balanced against the 

practical designs of individual assignments and the realistic abilities of individual 

students. 

In conclusion, research on collaboration suggests that five members represents the 

optimum group size. Five member groups do not experience the pressures for coalition 

formation which groups of 3, 4, or 6 tend to experience. Furthermore, groups of five are 

both large enough to avoid uncomfortable face-to-face interaction and small enough to 

allow all members plenty of room to interact fully. Writing researchers suggest, 

however, that five member groups may be too large in light of student and classroom 

schedules; these researchers suggest that 3 or 4 member groups remain preferable. In 

whichever case, whether using groups of 3, 4, or 5 members, instructors should simply 

be cognizant of the positive and negative effects of various sizes. Moreover, instructors 

should monitor their groups to prevent negative effects of various sizes from interrupting 

group development. In Chapter IV, I will discuss specific methods for group monitoring. 
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In conjunction with task structure and group size, classroom power bases 

represent a third situational influence on group interaction. Power bases refer to the loci 

of administrative power in a classroom. Generally, these power centers are either 

exclusively controlled by the instructor, or they are shared between the instructor and 

student groups. In either case, the nature and control of power bases distinctly affects 

group development and success. In the following section, I will elaborate the impact of 

classroom power bases upon writing groups as well as the role of the teacher in 

mediating this impact. 

2.3.3 Classroom Power Bases 

The classroom power bases operating within a particular course vitally affect the 

success or failure of collaborative activities. Numerous researchers of small group 

interaction concur that the degree of empowerment given to a collaborative writing group 

decisively affects its functional capabilities.8 While the educational strictures within 

which all student groups operate focus upon the instructor as the ultimate classroom 

authority, these researchers encourage teachers to understand and avoid the dangers of 

undermining groups by failing to relinquish traditional holds upon all power resources. 

In short, these researchers emphasize that groups must have authoritative power to fully 

develop and benefit their members (Fisher, Small Group Decision-Making 24). 

Anne Ruggles Gere, in her historical study of writing groups, assigns all writing 

groups to one of three categories based on the amount of self-governing power they 

contain; she identifies these categories as autonomous, semi-autonomous, and 

non-autonomous (100). Gere defmes autonomous groups as self-formed collections of 
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individuals who have voluntarily joined together for some educational, social, or 

professional purpose, and she cites the "literary societies, young men's associations, [and] 

women's clubs" of the nineteenth century as their primogenitors ( 1 00). In autonomous 

groups, individual members retain all authoritative rights regarding the actions and 

policies of the group. Student writing groups, Gere claims, can never attain this level of 

self-government because of the ever-present reality of Western education's power 

hierarchy, embodied to one degree or another in the teacher (101). 

Furthermore, Gere asserts that classroom writing groups are "either 

semi-autonomous [some self-governing authority] or non-autonomous [no self-governing 

authority] depending upon the instructor's willingness and ability to provide students 

with opportunities to emulate autonomous groups" (101). Gere echoes the admonitions 

of numerous other researchers when she states that the role assumed by the teacher 

determines the level of autonomy and, as a result, success achieved by classroom 

collaborative groups. Anne DiPardo and Sarah Freedman believe that many instructors 

undermine groups' functioning in an attempt to compensate for the uncomfortable and 

unfamiliar relocation of power to peer writing groups in the parceled writing classroom. 

DiPardo and Freedman state that "some teachers attempt to qualify this surrender [of 

power] by prescribing tightly knit, carefully detailed guidelines to groups" (142). 

Additionally, DiPardo and Freedman suggest that such attempts to promote a 

"teacher-mandated agenda" within groups prevents these groups from realizing their 

developmental potential by "encouraging the students to role-play the teacher instead of 

interacting as peers" (129). 
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In order for student writing groups to function effectively, instructors must accept 

a decentralized role within collaborative classrooms. Unfortunately, too many instructors 

begin using collaborative pedagogies without an accurate understanding of the limitations 

and responsibilities of this new role. Such uninformed instructors then become dismayed 

when their student groups fail to coalesce and become anything more than students 

grouped. Kenneth Bruffee, a prominent advocate of collaborative learning, has written 

extensively on the subject of the teacher's role in a peer work classroom. He, like 

Composition specialist Wendy Bishop, agrees that "students and teachers need 

preparation and training for successful peer group work" ( 122, emphasis added). 

Redefining the appropriate role of the instructor, Bruffee states, "teachers should be 

prepared, therefore, to help students learn to learn collaborati vel y" ( 122). 

Advocates of collaborative writing instruction realize that group work methods 

require a great amount of preparation by the instructor. To promote effective writing 

groups, instructors need a working knowledge of group dynamics, the signs and causes of 

group failure, and pedagogical remedies for struggling peer groups: all of this in addition 

to a foundational understanding of writing-as-process concepts. Furthermore, instructors 

wishing to use collaborative writing groups must know how to form those groups from 

the pool of individuals assigned to them in any given semester and how to train those 

individuals to work effectively with each other and with assigned tasks. Before a teacher 

can begin to relinquish instructional power to her writing groups, she must prepare both 

herself and them to understand and accept this radical departure from traditional learning 

schemes. Then, and only then, can instructors step aside and confidently invite their 
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students to share authority and responsibility for the collaborative learning experience 

that will occur. 

Specific strategies for forming and training effective groups will be discussed in 

Chapter IV. For now, instructors should simply realize the important role they play in 

determining, by their preparation and modelled actions, how much their groups will be 

empowered to manage members' learning experiences. Such managerial power may 

include the right to determine the appropriate punishment norms for deviant group 

members, the right to interpret and defme their own assigned tasks, or the right to 

determine the evaluative procedures for assessing the group's productive efforts. Each 

instructor will have to make decisions regarding the level of autonomy needed by student 

writing groups to perform most effectively within the institutional and task structures 

affecting his classroom situation. He must remember, however, that all writing groups 

need power to develop fully into beneficial learning collectives; the groups themselves 

must be activated to take over the primary role of knowledge creation in the classroom. 

For this to occur, the teacher must frrst trade in his traditionally conceived role as the 

jeune premier of the classroom for a more appropriate role which Bruffee describes as 

follows: 

A teacher is properly not a donor [of knowledge], but a 
metteur en scene whose responsibility and privilege is to 
arrange optimum conditions for other people to learn. 
He creates relationships between himself and students, 
and above all among students themselves, in which students 
share power and responsibility as well as information not 
peripherally but in the very process of learning. 
("The Way Out" 470) 

Finally, in conjunction with influences described in previous sections (task 

structure, group size, and classroom power bases), reward structures also affect group 

32 



interaction. Similar to other situational factors, the reward structure for a given 

assignment influences the degree of competition or cooperation among members as they 

progress towards task accomplishment. In the following section, I will explain the 

correlation between different evaluative approaches and members' interactive 

expenences. 

2.3 .4 Reward Structure 

The fourth and fmal situational factor under input variables is reward structure. 

Reward structure refers to the underlying evaluative system governing either the entire 

course or a particular assignment and represents one of the most problematic issues 

facing instructors using collaborative writing. Many instructors have long lamented the 

negative effects of traditional education's competitive bent which promotes both 

isolationism and competition among students. Such competition demands that students 

contend for limited rewards and discourages interaction as plagiarism or cheating. 

Instructors who wish to introduce collaborative writing assignments into their classrooms 

should realize that their students' educational backgrounds have predisposed students to 

mistrust such open information sharing. To these traditionally trained students, 

collaborative writing will initially seem to be a complete blasphemy of all that higher 

education advocates. Even after groups have been carefully formed and trained to 

interact effectively, a wise instructor will be prepared to provide her students with 

additional incentives to understand the importance of working together to learn. One 

highly effective, even essential, recourse for this suasory purpose is a cooperative reward 

structure. 
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Reward structures generally fall into one of two categories: competitive or 

cooperative. Competitive reward structures evaluate students individually while 

cooperative reward structures evaluate groups of students, giving each student within a 

group the same grade based on the entire group's performance. Researchers of 

collaborative learning methods in several fields have investigated the relative effects of 

competitive and cooperative reward structures upon the development of group cohesion 

and the performance quality of interacting groups. The conclusions of this research 

unanimously concur that cooperative reward structures encourage more communicative 

interaction, more helping behavior, and higher overall achievement in learning groups. 10 

Specifically, Jewell and Reitz report that "the most potent force for determining 

the extent to which cooperation or competition develops in a group is the reward system 

under which the group operates" (108). They add that cooperation among group 

members "is best fostered when group members share the rewards for group 

accomplishment" (108). Webb confirms this information by stating that "the results of 

the studies examining the impact of reward structure on group interaction suggest that 

rewarding students for the achievement of others in addition to their own achievement 

promotes cooperation among students and attention to the task" ("Student Interaction" 

438). 

Clearly, cooperative reward structures assist collaborative student groups, 

including writing groups, in promoting effective communication, on-task behavior, 

intermember trust, and successful goal accomplishment. Unfortunately, most instructors 

remain either unaware of the extensive empirical support for cooperative reward 

structures as foundational requisites for dynamic collaborative writing assignments, or 
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they do not understand how to create cooperative reward structures that will 

simultaneously provide necessary support to their student writing groups and satisfy the 

demands of departments still harboring outdated biases in favor of individual recognition. 

Morgan et al. offer one response to the second dilemma in an evaluation system 

they created for collaborative writing assignments. This evaluation system balances 

individual and group rewards to address both functional group and traditional academic 

concerns. Their grading system involves an evaluation of the following three 

components: "the quality of the document itself; the contents, in terms of both quantity 

and quality of each student's log; and the group members' assessments of each 

co-worker's contributions" (24). Through this tripartite analysis, Morgan et al. provide 

group rewards for the fmal written document produced by the group, yet still allow for 

individual students to receive differential recognition for specific efforts, or lacking 

efforts, within the group structure. Thus, Morgan et al.'s system gives calculable 

meaning to group members' interactions, encouraging group members to take 

responsibility for one another's participation and learning. At the same time, however, 

their system allows students to communicate to instructors the behind-the-scenes realities 

of the group's productive life in which one or two individuals may have performed a 

disproportionate amount of work while other members performed less effectively. 

Cooperative reward structures, like the one designed by Morgan et al., discourage 

competition among students for what seem to be limited rewards. Instead, such 

evaluative systems encourage group members to support one another in "an atmosphere 

of respect and cooperation" essential for effective interaction and learning (Lechner 13 ). 

Therefore, instructors using collaborative writing pedagogies should remember to 
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support these learning experiences with appropriate reward structures. Instructing 

students to work together and then grading them as if they had not will only send mixed 

messages to students regarding the true objectives and advantages of collaborative 

writing pedagogy. 

In conclusion, reward structure represents the fmal situational factor contained in 

input variables. Along with task structure, group size, and classroom power bases, 

situational factors refer to influences derived from the environment and the assignment 

which initiate group activity. These factors constitute one of two primary sources of 

input variables. The second source is individual factors which I will describe as follows. 

2.4 Individual Factors 

Individual factors include the personality characteristics, resources, and task 

representations that each member brings to the group. These individual characteristics, 

abilities, and conceptualizations will become the building blocks upon which group life 

and identity must be forged. Furthermore, these individual traits represent important 

considerations for instructors when assigning students to writing groups. A basic 

understanding of how certain personality characteristics and task-related abilities interact 

with one another will assist teachers in creating effective combinations of students. I will 

discuss each of these factors separately, beginning with personality characteristics. 

2.4.1 Personality 

For the purposes of this discussion, personality characteristics will include both 

immutable characteristics, such as gender and race, and behavioral predispositions, such 
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as extroversion-introversion, thinking style, or ideology. These characteristics affect the 

way members relate on both task and socioemotional measures. In short, members must 

be able to get along with one another and feel accepted by each other in order to fully 

engage in collaboration. In the following paragraphs, I will treat the following 

personality characteristics that should be considered when forming collaborative groups: 

gender, race, extroversion-introversion, thinking style, and ideology. 

2.4.1.1 Gender 

Research studies of the effects of gender orientation upon small group interaction 

remain inconsistent and often contradictory. In fact, discerning any coherent pattern or 

progression of thought from the variant conclusions of these studies presents great 

difficulty. For instance, Edward Mabry ("The Effects of Gender Composition") suggests 

that gender differences have been overestimated as effective factors in mixed-gender 

groups (76). Furthermore, Mabry reports observing "less stereotypic behaviors in 

mixed-sex groups than was exhibited in same-sex groups" (78). While Mabry notes the 

changing behavioral stances of individuals within his sample groups in response to 

altered group compositions, he concludes that traditional gender orientations do not 

represent the significant interactive variables earlier researchers claimed them to be. 

Lay, another prominent researcher in this area, contradicts Mabry's fmdings in a later 

investigation ("Interpersonal Conflict") by stating that gender orientation represents a 

primary cause of much interpersonal conflict in mixed-sex groups. Lay attributes this 

gender-based conflict to traditional role emphases maintained by male and female group 

participants; Lay explains that female group participants focus on issues of relationship 
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maintenance, a socioemotional aspect of group interaction, while male participants focus 

on task accomplishment, a task-related aspect of group interaction (9). Additionally, Lay 

claims that women's more developed interpersonal skills, such as self-disclosure and 

listening capabilities, tend to strengthen the interactive web supporting group interaction, 

while men's performance-oriented drives for organization and control often stifle the full 

participation of all members. Women, according to Lay, are more adept at attending to 

intermember relations while men's interactive strengths address directional needs of the 

group. In response to this acknowledgment of gender-based conflict within collaborative 

writing groups, Lay advocates that all members of such groups should work to attain a 

more androgynous style of communication, balanced by the strengths of both men's and 

women's communicative predispositions to overcome respective weaknesses. Lay 

suggests that encouraging androgynous communication will allow both sexes to pursue 

"comfortable and effective" interactive behaviors (12). 

Still other researchers, such as Hare (Handbook) and Webb ("Student 

Interaction"; "Stability of Small Group Interaction"; "Verbal Interaction"), simply 

encourage instructors to avoid mixed-gender groups altogether, claiming that single-sex 

groups perform more efficiently and provide a more equal distribution of learning for 

group members. Hare reports that "single-sex groups are often more efficient than mixed 

groups because they spend less time on social-emotional activity" negotiating complex 

relationships between male and female group members (Handbook 340). Webb confirms 

Hare's preference for single-sex groups with empirical evidence which suggests that in 

both majority-male and majority-female mixed groups, the females "tended to be 

unsuccessful in obtaining help" and "learned less than the boys" ("Verbal Interaction" 
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36). Webb does note that in mixed-gender groups with an equal number of males and 

females, the achievement of the two sexes were comparable (36); however, Webb 

concludes that gender, like race, can often lend "low status" to a group member resulting 

in negative effects upon the relative participation and learning of that member (36). 

The effects of gender orientation upon small group interaction, along with the 

proper pedagogical response to such effects, remains unclear. Mabry indicates that 

gender is not a significant factor in small group activities; Lay states that it is. Hare and 

Webb suggest that instructors simply avoid gender problems through single-sex 

groupings. Having worked with both single- and mixed-gender groups, I tend to agree 

with Hare and Webb. Single-sex groups develop more quickly because they can avoid 

many of the interpersonal adjustments required by mixed-gender groups. They can 

bypass what one student identified as the "high school dance syndrome" in which male 

and female participants, uncomfortable with the awkwardness of initial interactions, 

compromised performance quality by splitting the group into two, single-sex, subgroups. 

In addition, single-sex groups are strengthened by natural similarities that exist among 

male or female communicative patterns, whereas mixed-gender groups must work to 

reconcile such masculine and feminine communicative tendencies. However, the 

ultimate decision of whether to use single- or mixed-gender groups must be determined 

by each individual instructor, in relation to numerous other individual factors and 

personality characteristics. 
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2.4.1.2 Race 

Racial influences upon group member behavior represent a second personality 

consideration. Research in the area of racial influences remains a sparsely populated 

territory with few established conclusions. The two most prominent researchers in this 

area are Schlomo Sharan, studying the effects of collaborative instruction on interracial 

relations, and Noreen Webb, investigating the relative participation of minority students 

within collaborative learning groups. Only Webb's research ("Student Interaction"; 

"Stability of Small Group Interaction"; "Verbal Interaction") is applicable here to 

understand how an individual's race influences his actions within a group. 

From her empirical studies of racial influences, Webb reports that race, like 

gender, can lend "low status" to an individual within a group causing that individual to 

abstain from participating in group activities ("Verbal Interaction" 36). Specifically, 

Webb has found that "white students tend to be more active and influential than minority 

students" ("Student Interaction" 433), while "minority students tend to talk less and give 

fewer suggestions and information than white students" ("Stability of Small Group" 212). 

However, Webb proposes that this "low status" phenomenon may be reversed if the 

status of the minority student is somehow raised. To raise the student's relative status 

within the group, Webb instructs teachers to give these students "special expertise in 

some material" (Verbal Interaction" 36). Collaborative writing instructors may provide 

such expertise through the subject matter of the assigned written document 11 or by 

placing the minority student within a group where he feels confident that his writing 

abilities meet or exceed the abilities of other group members. Once again, however, 

student placement in a group must be determined by more than just his minority status. 
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Placement must be regulated by an equal weighing of all the interrelated individual 

factors identified in the current model. 

2 .4.1.3 Extroversionllntroversion 

Aside from immutable characteristics. such as gender or race, several behavioral 

predispositions affect an individual's participation in a collaborative writing group and 

should be considered by instructors when determining how to create effective groups. 

The first of these predispositions involves an individual's degree of extroversion or 

introversion. As would be expected. extroverted students tend to engage in more helping 

behaviors and leadership capacities within a learning group (Webb, "Stability of Small 

Group" 218; "Verbal Interaction" 34). Introverted students, on the other hand, tend to 

talk less and be less successful at obtaining answers to their questions ("Verbal 

Interaction" 34). 

In short, extroverted students tend to emerge as group leaders while introverted 

students support the group as followers. Thus, too many extroverted students may cause 

a disproportionate amount of procedural conflict within the group. as potential leaders 

vie for position; this power struggle will ultimately decrease the group's productive 

capabilities, and in worse case scenarios, permanently damage individual members' 

outlook on group work altogether. On the other hand, too many introverted students will 

cripple group communication and task accomplishment: their group will lack the 

assertive direction and decision-making power that more extroverted "leading" students 

could provide. 
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Instructors should attempt to balance the number of introverted and extroverted 

students within a group to avoid both of these circumstances. Instructors may detennine 

students' introversion or extroversion orientations, or other behavioral predispositions, in 

one of several ways that will be discussed in Chapter IV. The importance of these 

methods lies in their ability to give instructors some idea of how an individual will 

behave in group situations. Applying what they learn from these measures, instructors 

may then assign students to writing groups more responsibly than if they had relied on 

guesswork or intuition. As mentioned previously, careful group assignment is an 

essential precondition for effective group development. 

2.4.1.4 Thinking Style 

A second behavioral predisposition that affects student performance within 

groups relates to thinking styles. G. Douglas Meyers describes one's thinking style as 

"[an individual's] way of looking at the world, approaching problems, and making 

decisions" ( 18) and proposes that the study of thinking styles will emerge as a prominent 

concern of higher education in the 90's ( 17). Douglas' proposition rests upon the 

assumption that a proper balance of variance and similarity among thinking styles can 

account for a great amount of group dynamic interplay within collaborative writing 

groups. Specifically, he reports from his research that "the most functional writing 

groups were characterized by a certain cognitive homogeneity, with a dominance (but not 

a monopoly) of one kind of thinking style" (19). 

Meyers' conceptua1ization of thinking styles deserves a second look. In his 

article, "Thinking Styles and the Writing Group," he identifies five thinking 
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styles--idealists, analysts, realists, pragmatists, and synthesists ( 18-19), and attributes 

certain attitudes and behaviors to each. Furthermore, Meyers cautions that too much 

diversity in thinking styles impedes a group's productivity as group members struggle to 

reconcile fundamental differences in perspective; however, Meyers also states that some 

diversity in thinking styles is needed to keep groups from falling into procedural and 

ideational ruts. While the determination of thinking styles may be more problematic for 

instructors than measuring introversion or extroversion, this personality characteristic 

remains yet another, more sophisticated, resource for allocating efficacious group 

compositions. 1= 

2.4.1.5 Ideology 

The fmal personality characteristic to be considered in the formation of proficient 

writing groups is the ideologies of individual students. James Porter, in "Ideology and 

Collaboration in the Classroom and in the Corporation," suggests that ideology manifests 

itself in the classroom as "student ... beliefs about gender, class status, race and ethnicity, 

academic disciplines, political and religious orientations, the place and role of authority, 

social relationships, management practices, and composing (that is, writing) 

philosophies" (18). Additionally, Porter feels that such beliefs affect the ways students 

interact with other members of their groups and how they choose to compose assigned 

collaborative documents. Discrepancies among student ideologies can often cause 

interpersonal or procedural conflicts which distract groups from more substantial 

compositional concerns. 
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Unlike thinking styles, which are merely a way of looking at the world and 

approaching new experiences, ideologies represent the fundamental beliefs guiding an 

individual's existence; such beliefs are naturally viewed as part and parcel of the 

individual himself. Therefore, significant differences among member ideologies could 

lead group members to reject other members or to engage in coalition formation practices 

to override the opinions and task-related suggestions of students holding unpopular 

points of view. Obviously, the extent to which such ideological orientations would be 

disclosed in group interaction will be mitigated by both the individuals and the task. 

However, teachers assigning tasks necessitating group consensus on questions of 

morality or value judgments should consider forming their groups with a specific eye to 

ideological homogeneity. Again, the fmal call on any decision of group placement 

should be a carefully balanced regard of individual and group needs, particularly with 

collaborative writing groups in higher learning institutions where the individual remains 

the primary focal concern. 

In conclusion, personality characteristics distinctly affect the way an individual 

performs in a group setting. Instructors using collaborative writing groups should 

consider basic personality characteristics when they assign students to working groups in 

order to establish favorable preconditions for successful group interaction. Careful group 

assignment insures that introverted or "low status" individuals obtain the special 

encouragement they need to become effective collaborators. Furthermore, careful 

assignment disperses potential leaders and provides an appropriate degree of 

homogeneity among members' thinking styles and ideologies. Thus, these characteristics 

represent vital instructional concerns. 
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However, personality characteristics represent only one of three individual factors 

influencing groups. In other words, teachers should consider more than just personality 

when assigning students to writing groups. In addition to personality traits, teachers 

using collaborative pedagogies should consider the writing ability levels and task-related 

resources of their students in order to provide groups with the skills necessary to 

complete assigned tasks. In the following section, I will discuss the influence of 

members' ability levels and resources upon writing groups. 

2.4.2 Ability Level and Resources 

Ability levels and task-related resources represent a second class of individual 

factors that teachers should consider when forming groups. Numerous research studies 

have investigated how absolute and relative ability levels affect the interaction and 

performance of collaborating groups. 13 The results of these studies indicate that the 

ability level of a student, both absolute ability level and relative ability level within the 

group, affects her performance as a group member and determines the degree of 

educational benefit she receives from group interaction. 

Explaining ability level factors, Webb states "The student's absolute ability level 

and relative position in the group both predict his or her interaction in the group" 

("Verbal Interaction" 34). Furthermore, Susan Swing and Penelope Peterson report that 

certain characteristic behaviors may be attributed to high-, medium-, and low-ability 

students working in heterogeneous task groups. For instance, high-ability students tend 

to engage in the most helping behaviors by providing other group members with 

task-related explanations, low-ability members tend most often to become the targets of 
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such explanatory assistance, and medium-ability students tend to be left out of the 

interactive exchange in mixed ability groups (270-271). 14 Webb comments that such 

behavioral propensities may be encouraged either by the student's absolute ability level in 

a given subject area, such as writing aptitude, or by the student's relative ability level 

compared with his other group members. Thus, the general maxim, "The most able 

students give the most explanations," holds true (Webb, "Verbal Interaction" 34). 

As applied to writing groups, Webb's research outlines which ability groupings 

work best to encourage full participation and assistance to all members. Extensive 

investigations of both heterogeneous15 and homogenous 16 ability level groupings concur 

that the two most effective classroom placement schemes will either combine high- and 

low-ability students in heterogeneous working groups while assigning medium-ability 

students to homogenous organizations, or will combine high- and medium-ability and 

medium- and low-ability students in heterogeneous groups. 17 Each of these two 

placement schemes will be elaborated in the following paragraphs. 

First, research indicates that the teacher-learner relationship which occurs 

between high- and low-ability students in heterogeneous groups significantly benefits 

both parties involved. 18 Furthermore, neither high- nor low-ability students work as 

effectively in homogenous groups with students of comparable task-related skills. Webb 

speculates that such lacking efforts in homogenous-high groups results from the fact that 

the students feel they "know it all," while decreased performance in homogenous-low 

groups occurs because group members cannot collectively muster "enough skills or 

knowledge of the subject matter" to meet task demands ("Verbal Interaction" 35). 

Medium-ability students, however, work much better in homogenous-medium groupings 
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than when combined with both high- and low-ability classmates. In fact, one research 

study indicated that medium-ability students display an increase in overall interaction and 

helping behaviors when working in uniform ability teams (Webb, "Verbal Interaction" 

35). 

The second placement option supposes that medium-ability students may be 

effectively combined with either high- or low-ability students to form heterogeneous 

high-medium and medium-low groups. These dualistic combinations succeed because 

the students' relative ability levels maintain a high/low distinction and mentoring 

situation among group members as an underlying relational principle for their 

interaction. Additionally, high-medium and medium-low groupings eliminate the 

forgotten middlemen that medium-ability students previously represented, when all three 

ability levels were collectively organized. From her 1982 study and reiterated in later 

research discussions, Webb states that high-medium and medium-low groups 

characteristically "produce more answers and higher achievement than uniform-ability 

groups ("Stability of Small Group" 212). Thus, although more research needs to be 

conducted for confmnation, the second placement option may prove to be more effective 

overall than the frrst. However, at this point, either placement scheme will serve to guide 

instructors in making knowledgeable placement choices when assigning collaborative 

writing groups according to ability level considerations. 

Teachers may obtain information about students' writing levels from a myriad of 

sources including student entrance scores on exams such as the S.A.T. or the A.C.T., 

diagnostic essays designed to place students within departmental writing programs, or 

sample essays assigned at the instructor's request for group placement purposes. Not 
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only may such information be easily attained, but it represents a particularly appropriate 

placement consideration for designing educational writing groups. 

Aside from writing ability level, the only other task-related resource which 

teachers should consider when assigning groups is the amount of task-specific knowledge 

possessed by individual students. In other words, teachers should consider the requisite 

informational demands of their assignments, along with the particular individuals in the 

class who would possess such knowledge, and attempt to distribute these individuals 

fairly among all groups. For instance, an instructor might assign groups to create a 

proposal for a new computer lab in the English department. As part of the assignment, 

students would need to assess the relative benefits and costs of various types of 

computers. In this hypothetical classroom, there are six students who possess a 

substantial knowledge of computers. Thus, the instructor should attempt to distribute 

evenly these students among all participating groups--so that one group does not end up 

with four highly knowledgeable students while another group struggles because it 

contains no members with applicable computer experience, and thus, no initial 

task-specific knowledge. Although task-specific knowledge does not outweigh more 

significant individual and situational input variables for determining the success of 

collaborative writing groups, it does represent a commonsensical determinant which 

should not be ignored. 

In conjunction with considerations of personality, ability level, and task-related 

resources, the fmal individual factor contained in input variables is task representation. 

Like other individual factors, this variable specifically derives from group members' 

natures and experiences which must be, to a certain degree, reconciled in order to form a 
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functional collaborative unit. In the following section, I will define task representation 

and discuss its impact upon group development and performance. 

2.4 .3 Task Representation 

Each group member enters a group situation with certain beliefs regarding the 

nature of the group's task, the manner in which the group should complete the task, 19 the 

qualities of an acceptable written product, and the responsibilities of operative roles 

within the group. All of these things constitute an individual's task representation. 

Reconciling the disparate task representations of individual members represents one of 

the frrst functional activities performed by a newly created collaborative writing group. 

This reconciliation process largely determines the future success or failure of the writing 

team. 

Individuals begin forming their task representations when they are frrst 

introduced to the task stimulus, or assignment. Hirokawa and Johnston describe this 

process in decision-making groups as follows: 

Upon being introduced to the problem stimulus, each 
group member initially screens the stimulus complex 
and formulates a set of general assessments regarding 
the nature of the decision task: what kind of decision 
is being called for, how much and what kind of 
information is available, how adequate the available 
information is, what specific constraints must be dealt 
with in completing the task, and so forth. (51 0) 

Collaborative writing groups, including student groups, engage in many of the same 

activities as decision-making groups during this initialization period. Given a new 

assignment, student collaborators will mentally break down the requirements of the 

assigned document, asking questions such as: what kind of document is it?, how long 
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should it be?, how much do I know about the subject matter of the document?, where can 

I fmd out more?, and what will be my part in the group? As group members generate 

answers to these questions and integrate those answers into a holistic conceptualization of 

the immediate group writing task, they begin to establish fundamental boundaries to 

focus and limit the group's problem-solving activities, beginning with the invention of 

possible writing directives. 

Hirokawa and Poole suggest that the establishment of task representations is a 

critical component of human problem-solving; additionally, they claim that an 

individual's task representation "sets the parameters for solution development" (51). 

Hirokawa, in his later work, carries the notion of parameters one step further when he 

proposes that low quality group products can be traced back to mistaken or incomplete 

individual task representations that were later incorporated into the "group task 

representation. "20 In other words, collaborative writing groups who produce low quality 

written products may suffer from faulty individual task representations that, by their 

conceptual boundaries, excluded high quality alternatives. After all, the group task 

representation, or the group's combined understanding of its assigned task, evolves from 

the individual task representations that group members bring into the group and continue 

to negotiate and modify throughout group interaction. Therefore, misinformed or 

incomplete individual task representations can, if unchecked, distract the group from 

correctly understanding and pursuing high quality written responses. As Poole notes, "It 

is not the task requirements per se, but the members' perceptions of task requirements 

that guide the group's work" ("Task and Interaction Sequences" 208). 
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Unfortunately, individual and group task representation problems do not have a 

clear-cut pedagogical prevention because these representations are primarily formed and 

maintained in the invisible and often unarticulated mental realms of group members. 

Instructors can attempt, through interpersonal skills training, to establish some 

self-awareness in students of their own task representation processes. Helping 

individuals self-examine their own listening and comprehending practices will assist 

them in improving these skills to some degree, and specific training methods for these 

purposes will be discussed in Chapter IV. However, understanding the influence of 

individual task representations upon eventual group interaction will primarily assist 

instructors in a more diagnostic function. Specifically, such an understanding will alert 

instructors to one potential culprit at work in struggling groups or groups that repeatedly 

produce low quality written products. When a teacher encounters either of these 

collaborative circumstances, she should investigate, through interviews with group 

members, whether or not faulty task representations are causing the group's poor 

performance. If mistaken or incomplete representations are causing problems for the 

group, the instructor can work with group members to develop specific communicative 

practices to insure that group members verbalize and reconcile discrepancies among their 

task representations that lead them to interact and perform ineffectively. Also, the 

instructor may elect to reassign group members, especially if there is an indication that 

more significant communication problems are occurring within the group, which will 

often be the case. 
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2.5 Conclusion 

Input variables include all pre-established conditions extant before group 

members ever convene in their first meeting. Primarily, these variables center around the 

individual group members, the environment within which the group must work, and 

initial aspects of the task established for the group (what we call the "rhetorical situation" 

in Composition). These variables represent input data which form the foundation for all 

subsequent group interaction. Furthermore, input variables, both individual and 

situational factors, are not stagnant entities but viable components acting and reacting to 

each other upon immediate interactive contact at the group's frrst meeting. 

Understanding basic reactionary principles governing these components will assist 

instructors in establishing favorable preconditions for successful group interaction. 

Finally, such knowledge will allow instructors to abandon guesswork when assigning 

student groups and rely instead upon an informative canon of empirical and experiential 

research collected from several disciplines using collaborative pedagogies. 

Again, the importance of careful task preparation and informed group assignment 

cannot be emphasized enough; an instructor can often make or break the success of 

collaborative pedagogies at these initial stages alone. While input variables by no means 

fully constitute the effectual determinants of group interaction or productive success, 

they do represent primary foundational resources for the group to rely on until additional 

working knowledge evolves in the process of group development. Furthermore, the 

subsphere of input variables contains the most accessible entry points for instructor 

intervention to insure, as much as possible, the success of her collaborative groups and 

the benefits, to individuals, of the learning methods she has selected. 
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Preparation is essential. Once groups have met together, instructor intervention 

becomes extremely problematic because the delicate relational balance of the group, 

established largely at the frrst meeting, must not be interrupted by the rubric of 

traditional education which the instructor often represents. In Chapter III, we will shift 

our focus from input variables, individual aspects of pre-interactive group life, to process 

variables and discuss this relational balance, its componential makeup, and appropriate 

instructor responses to secure its critical continuance. 
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Notes 

1 In the Introduction, I indicated that I would consolidate information from several 
disciplines, which I will as that information applies. In this section, I will be looking at 
studies from Speech Communication because this field has conducted more work in 
formulating descriptive models than any other field. In fact, with the exception of 
Noreen Webb's work in Education ("Stability of Small Group Interaction" 219; "Student 
Interaction" 422), I did not fmd any other models created outside of Speech 
Communications. 

2 For more information on the maturation of task groups, see the following 
references: Abercrombie; Beebe and Masterson; Bishop; Fisher, "Decision Emergence," 
Small Group Decision Making-, Hare, Handbook, Creativity; Hirokawa and Poole; Janda; 
Jewell and Reitz; Lay and Karis; Nelson; Poole, "Decision Development," "Tasks and 
Interaction Sequences"; and Poole et al. 

3 For more information on task structure, see the following references: Bouton 
and Garth; Ede and Lunsford, Singular Texts; Gere; Hirokawa, "The Role of 
Communication"; Mabry; G. Meyers; Nelson; Poole et al.; Spear; Webb, "Student 
Interaction," "Verbal Interaction"; and Wiener. 

4 For more information, see Bouton and Masterson; Hirakawa, "The Role of 
Communication"; Jewell and Reitz; and Webb, "Verbal Interaction." 

5 For more information, see Ede and Lunsford, Singular Texts. 

6 For more information on the optimum group size, see Hare, Handbook and 
Creativity; and Webb, "Peer Interaction." 

7 For more information, see Ede and Lunsford, "Let Them Write"; Morgan et al.; 
and Nelson. 

8 For more information on student empowerment, see Bishop; Bruffee, "The Way 
Out," "Collaborative Learning," "Conversation"; DiPardo and Freedman; Fisher, Small 
Group Decision Making-, Gere; Gere and Abbott; Tebo-Messina; and Trimbur, 
"Collaborative Learning." 

9 For more information, see Gere and Abbott 375. 

10 For more information on the effects of cooperative reward structures, see 
Bruffee, "The Way Out"; DiPardo and Freedman; Jewell and Reitz; Lay; Lechner; 
Morgan et al.; and Webb, "Student Interaction," "Verbal Interaction." 

11 For instance, instructors can assign the group to compose a document dealing 
with information from the minority student's major. 
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12 Like other personality characteristics, thinking style may be determined through 
personality assessments, either standard assessments like the Meyers-Briggs or 
assessments prepared by the instructor to solicit targeted information. In Chapter IV, I 
will offer suggestions for preparing personality assessments. 

13 For more information on ability level influences, see the following references: 
Hare, Handbook; Swing and Peterson; and Webb "Student Interaction," "Stability of 
Small Group Interaction," "Verbal Interaction." 

14 For more information, see Webb, "Verbal Interaction," "Student Interaction," 
and "Stability of Small Group." 

15 The term heterogeneous refers to groups containing members with mixed 
characteristics or abilities. For instance, in the present context, a heterogeneous group 
would contain members with two or more representative ability levels. 

16 The term homogenous refers to groups containing members with similar 
characteristics or abilities. In the present discussion, a homogenous groups would 
contain only members with the same (high, medium, or low) ability level. 

11 For more information on ability-level groupings, see the following references: 
Hare, Handbook; and Webb, "Student Interaction," "Stability of Small Group 
Interaction," "Verbal Interaction." 

18 By the terms, "teacher" and "learner," I do not mean to suggest that writing 
groups should be organized to perform surrogate instructor functions; rather, this 
"teacher/learner" relationship should be understood as involving one student with more 
developed writing skills mentoring a student with less developed skills, a much more 
powerful relationship than traditional teacher-learner conceptions. 

19 Such beliefs include ideas about appropriate writing processes. 

20 For more information on the development of group task representations, see the 
following references: Hirakawa, "Why Informed Groups,"; Hirakawa et al., 
"Understanding the Sources"; and Hirakawa, "The Role of Communication." 
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CHAPTER III 

PROCESS VARIABLES 

In this chapter, my focus shifts from Input Variables, the subsphere of model 

components described in Chapter II, to the second subsphere, Process Variables (see 

Appendix A: Descriptive Model). Unlike input variables which represent pre-interactive 

influences, process variables denote developmental needs and qualities that evolve as 

group members interact. In essence, these variables derive from pre-interactive input 

characteristics, as those characteristics are mediated by communication and time. In 

other words, process variables include all "group" features which, by definition, are 

formed and maintained at the group's fust, and all subsequent, meeting(s). Through 

member interaction, aspects of the group's environment, task, and members become 

abstractly unified as a collective entity that is the group, a vastly complex organization 

(and some would say "organism"). This new creation cannot be accounted for as the sole 

contribution of any one member or environmental element; rather, a group will possess 

qualities and abilities far exceeding those of any one member or the efforts of all 

members put together. In fact, as Karen Spear notes, "Groups assume a life of their own; 

in the Gestalt sense, a group is not just more than but also different from the sum of its 

members" (7). 

Process variables describe both the inward needs of developing groups and the 

outward signs of progressing group life. The components classified as process variables, 

therefore, represent insightful measures for instructors to use in determining the 

maturation and relative success of individual groups. These process components may be 
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generalized as indicators of group growth which a teacher may use diagnostically to 

assess group development, or lack of development, along with appropriate instructional 

responses. 

For purposes of clarity, I have divided these variables into two separate groups of 

considerations: Functional Needs and Developmental Phases (see Appendix A: 

Descriptive Model). "Functional Needs" focuses upon role development among group 

members, including leadership emergence, task roles, and socioemotional roles. 

"Developmental Phases" investigates diachronic progressions of the group, including the 

group's movement through stages of conflict, creativity, and cohesiveness. Additionally, 

this group of components includes a consideration of the structuration process which 

governs the development of group norms to guide member activity and to produce phasic 

transitions. 

Throughout this chapter, each factor will be described in turn, along with 

accounts of applicable research. Furthermore, I will briefly introduce several 

pedagogical implications related to these factors. For a more thorough treatment of such 

implications, the reader may refer to Chapter IV in which I offer practical suggestions for 

forming, training, and monitoring collaborative writing groups. For now, however, I will 

begin my elucidation of process variables by detailing what constitutes a group's 

functional needs. 

3.1 Functional Needs 

"Functional Needs" refers to task and socioemotional requisites of student writing 

groups. These requisites have been investigated extensively by researchers working with 
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task-oriented small groups (3-7 members), who concur that small groups possess distinct 

developmental needs which must be met if the group is to function effectively. 1 While 

research of functional group needs has been sporadically applied to Composition, by 

specialists with interests ranging from basic writing to technical and business writing, 

this research has yet to be holistically inculcated into collaborative writing pedagogy. 

This information, however, remains particularly important to teachers using collaborative 

writing because it provides insight into the innerworkings of infant groups struggling to 

create critical power balances and role definitions characteristic of more mature groups. 

The functional needs facing newly formed student groups, including writing 

groups, may be conceptualized as a tripartite combination of three equally essential 

operations: leadership emergence, task roles, and socioemotional roles. Although the 

literature on small groups across several disciplines contains numerous other, less 

supported, needs (most of which have been classified under one of the stated categories), 

these three "functions" remain the most consistently acknowledged needs of formative 

groups. Furthermore, these three operations are not completely distinguishable, but 

overlap and interrelate in significant ways. Basically, all groups require appropriate 

leadership that is shared by several group members, each leader assisting the group in 

competently handling a multitude of task and socioemotional demands. Without this 

critical assistance, groups fail to perform because they lack direction in task goals and 

their members become dissatisfied when interpersonal needs are not met. 

In the following sections, each functional operation will be further elaborated 

beginning with a discussion of emergent leadership. 
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3. 1.1 Leadership Emergence 

The role of leadership in group interaction represents one of the most 

well-documented phenomena of small group research over the past two decades.2 

Collectively, this research offers unanimous support for the fact that leadership 

represents one of the key elements comprising successful task-oriented small groups. 

Paul Hare asserts that effective leadership represents one of the four "basic functional 

needs of groups," along with adequate group values, norms, and resources to accomplish 

group goals (Creativity 20). Hare suggests that without these four basic needs being met, 

a group will fail to perform with any measure of success. 

Other researchers confirm Hare's advocacy of leadership as crucial to group 

success. Beatrice Schultz, in a noteworthy investigation of the effect of 

argumentativeness upon leader perception, states that all decision-making groups must 

possess some type of leadership (369). Schultz's investigation details the selection 

process undertaken by group members to establish leadership for their groups. In her 

conclusion, she reports that in groups where only one person displays essential leader 

qualities, that person will be selected to lead the group even if the person is "extremely 

argumentative" or advocates highly unorthodox views (374). Diana George, in her study 

of writing group failure, confmns this tendency of groups to prefer negative leadership to 

no leadership at all. In her description of the "leaderless" group, she states that this 

group, lacking effective leadership, "can easily be dominated by one group member who 

consistently passes judgment quickly and forcefully and cuts other comments off 

immediately" (321 ). Randy Hirakawa and Roger Pace also state that groups lacking 
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effective leadership often fall into "faulty" group decision-making and lower quality 

production (379). 

Clearly, group members recognize the need for leadership and seek to fulfill that 

need even at the expense of the group's ultimate success. Group leaders give essential 

direction and support to collaborating authors. James Weber notes a recursive concern 

for leadership among many of the collaborating authors he interviewed; additionally, 

Weber proposes that such "concern with leadership reflects [the authors'] need for 

reducing their uncertainties: for clarity about the project's purposes and about the scope 

and adequacy of their own contributions" (Lay and Karis 55). As Weber's observation 

points out, group leaders perform critical duties within the group, duties which relate to 

both the task accomplishment and member participation. In addition, Weber's 

observation reveals the persistent concern among group members that such leadership 

duties, or roles, are being performed within the group. Collaborating authors realize that 

groups lacking effective leadership will be unable to negotiate the complexities of 

changing task demands and difficult interpersonal relations among members. Thus, they 

seek the guidance of leadership--and rightly so. 

However, as suggested by previous investigations cited in this section, all forms 

of leadership do not benefit group interaction; group leadership must consist of certain 

qualities to effectively guide interactive processes. Concluding their study of ineffective 

leadership, Hirakawa and Poole propose that "leader" and "leadership" are not always 

synonymous terms (200). In other words, these researchers emphasize that appointed or 

elected group leaders will not always represent the most able group members to perform 

critical duties associated with leadership. In some cases, as reported by Hirakawa and 

60 



Pace, group leaders "tended to hinder the decision-making process" by encouraging their 

groups to accept erroneous assumptions, misinterpret situational information, accept 

inferior ideas, and discuss irrelevant topics (373). 

Furthermore, Beebe and Masterson in Communicating in Small Groups classify 

all leadership styles as either authoritative, laissez-faire, or democratic (244). Beebe and 

Masterson explain that, of these three types, two leadership styles--authoritative and 

laissez-faire, have a predominantly negative effect upon group interaction. Authoritative 

leaders tend to dominate group interaction by giving orders and singlehandedly making 

all or most group decisions. This type of leadership does not utilize the multifarious 

resources of the group by delegating responsibility and encouraging the open exchange 

of ideas. Laissez-faire leaders, not wanting to dominate group interaction, tend to avoid 

decision-making responsibilities and provide the group with no guidance or delegatory 

assistance. Groups operating under laissez-faire leaders usually suffer from low quality 

production and high member dissatisfaction because group goals and member 

relationships remain vague and unstable. The last leadership style, the only consistently 

beneficial style, is democratic leadership. A democratic leader does not dominate group 

interaction or leave the group floundering without direction. A democratic leader seeks 

the full participation of each group member in the decision-making and productive 

activities of the group. In short, this leader "facilitates" group interaction. 

Numerous other researchers agree with Beebe and Masterson's preference for 

facilitative leadership. In fact, group leaders are commonly titled facilitators (Lechner 

12) or coordinators (Hare, Handbook 302) of group activities. Primarily, these leaders 

function as communication links among members providing coherence and clarity to 
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both task-related and member-related, or socioemotional, group activities (Lay and Karis 

56).3 Specifically, these leaders coordinate meetings, documents, and membership in 

such a way that the members themselves, with the facilitative assistance of the leader, 

become empowered to make decisions and effectively "lead" the group (Anderson 271). 

Thus, effective leadership possesses distinct traits that have been elaborated in 

numerous research studies:~ Specifically, effective leadership, and effective leaders, 

must be adaptable (Hirokawa and Poole 205). As groups progress through 

developmental and task-mandated stages, their leadership needs will change drastically. 

Thus, effective leaders must be able to both recognize changing group needs and adapt 

their behavior to meet those needs. At times, groups may require a more authoritative 

leader, such as when approaching deadlines, while at other times, a more relaxed 

approach will work best. Effective leaders will be sensitive to these changing needs and 

flexible enough to adapt their roles appropriately. 

Secondly, facilitative leaders must be socially and argumentatively active within 

the group. In one study, Hare found that potential group leaders were perceived by 

members as rating higher on measures of "intelligence, enthusiasm, dominance, 

self-confidence, and social participation" (Hare, Handbook 302). Another study 

conducted by Schultz revealed that "leaders were positively [rated] on [measures of] 

goal-setting, direction-giving and summarizing" (Schultz 369). Effective leaders must 

possess necessary qualities to direct and coordinate group activities and intermember 

relations. To perform effectively as a group, members must have confidence in their 

leaders' abilities to provide decisive direction if, and when, such direction is needed. 
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Finally, leaders must be effective communicators, skillful verbal mediators able 

to resolve discrepant opinions regarding the group's rhetorical situation and collaborative 

document. Also, they must be able to guide the group through periods of disruptive 

conflict and, occasionally, mediate the reconciliation process between offended parties. 

Frequently, they will be required to summarize group discussions and articulate 

developing goals. Lastly, they must keep the group on track throughout the often 

ambiguous and recursive stages of group writing processes. In short, all of these duties 

require that leaders possess considerable communicative aptitude. 

Clearly, these skills place high demands on group leaders. In fact, research tells 

us that most groups divide these responsibilities, along with specialized task and 

socioemotional requirements, among two or more group leaders. Occasionally, 

leadership will be shared among all group members. The particular manner in which a 

group distributes leadership responsibilities is not important as long as the group's 

leadership needs are met. However, as many experienced instructors of collaboration 

realize, leadership needs present distinct difficulties for student groups. Most 

undergraduates either do not possess the skills needed to guide group activities or do not 

know how to effectively apply those skills if they have them. Thus, instructors face a 

perplexing problem regarding how best to provide student groups with the internal 

leadership they must have to effectively perform. 

One option for instructors is to appoint group leaders. However, research 

conclusively states that appointed group leaders often are not accepted by group members 

(Johnson and Johnson 129). In fact, some studies have shown that appointed authority 

hierarchies do not impede the emergence of alternative leaders selected by group 
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members (Ede and Lunsford, Singular Texts 133). In other words, appointed leaders are 

often seen as either substitute teachers or imposters; in either case, their presence inhibits 

group interaction and is often met with rejection. In addition, if leaders established by 

someone outside the group cannot perform their functions, groups members will override 

existing leadership hierarchies to promote their own leader candidates. Furthermore, 

these studies indicate that the competition between established and emergent leaders 

causes groups to suffer much more procedural conflict than groups in which natural 

leader selection was allowed to proceed uninterrupted. 

Some instructors may think they can appoint leaders much more skillfully than 

the researchers selecting leaders for the study groups reported in this research. However, 

appointing student leaders requires an extensive knowledge of individual performance in 

many different groups with many different task situations. Such knowledge could not 

possibly be acquired in the frrst weeks of a semester when collaborative groups often 

form. Also, the leadership needs of a particular group can only be assessed in 

conjunction with a full consideration of each individual member and the manner in which 

those members interact. In other words, an effective leader exists only in relation to the 

group he leads. A successful leader for one group may not be able to beneficially lead 

another group. Therefore, appointing leaders amidst such a sea of variables would be 

unwtse. 

However, it does not follow that teachers should make no attempt to provide the 

ingredients for positive leadership to emerge in student groups. In the same manner in 

which teachers assign students to groups while carefully considering multiple personality 

and task factors, instructors should also distribute the seeds of potential leaders evenly 
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among all groups. In other words, teachers should determine which students possess 

leaderlike qualities and place at least one or two of these students in each writing group. 

Characteristics and abilities of facilitative leaders were earlier discussed and will be 

discussed further in separate sections on task and socioemotional roles. An instructor 

should consider these attributes, and which students possess these attributes, as she 

assigns writing groups. Information regarding the adaptability, argumentativeness, or 

communicative efficiency of individual students may be acquired either through 

personality tests and questionnaires, or through observation during the frrst couple of 

weeks in the semester. Using this information, the instructor may assign potential leaders 

to each student group. 

A second way that instructors struggling with the problem of group leadership 

can provide necessary ingredients for positive leadership emergence is to provide skills 

training to all students at the beginning of the semester. Such training includes 

instruction in effective communication and conflict resolution. In addition, such training 

provides tentative role definitions for student groups so that members may readily assess 

their own and others' participation. Skills training allows group members to distribute 

leadership tasks among many qualified members so that no one member is required to 

bear the full burden of leadership responsibility. Finally, training significantly improves 

the group's chances for success by sharpening the leadership skills of all members and 

encouraging them to focus and act upon the directive needs of the collaborating team. 

By distributing potential leaders among student groups and providing training in 

leadership skills to all group members, teachers will allow groups one more resource for 

their own self-management. Thus, student groups can select their own leaders based 
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upon the specialized needs and interests of individual groups, as well as the relative 

performance of leader candidates to promote those concerns. In summary, by 

distributing potential leaders and training group members, instructors will establish 

favorable preconditions for effective group interaction without overriding the essential 

self-governing power critical to complete interactive development. 

In conclusion, facilitative leadership represents the first, and perhaps most 

important, functional need of formative groups. Leaders direct group activities and 

regulate member relations. Furthermore, effective leaders possess certain qualities, such 

as adaptability and communicative efficacy, that assist them in performing their duties. 

Collaborative writing groups often have more than one group leader, each focussing on a 

particular area of interactive needs. In following sections, I will elaborate these needs as 

they encompass two general categories of group processes: task and socioemotional 

functions. Specifically, I will defme these categories and discuss how group members 

perform certain roles to fulfill requirements in each. 

3.1.2 Task Roles 

Separating group activity into task and socioemotional functions represents the 

most common division of role duties in small group research (Hare, Handbook 145). 

This binary distinction was first acknowledged in the 1950's and has been used 

consistently since then to differentiate between two kinds of group activities and member 

roles. Together, task and socioemotional functions comprise all group activity. 

Group work in the task dimension typically focuses upon "the relationship 

between group members and the work they are to perform--the job they have to do and 
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how they go about doing it" (Fisher, Small Group Decision Making 38). In short, task 

activity involves any behavior that assists the group in accomplishing its assigned task; 

such activity may include many different procedural behaviors, such as establishing 

meeting times or regulating the flow of information to group members, and is often 

largely centralized in one or two group members serving as task leaders. 

Task leaders keep the group moving toward its project goals by performing 

several distinctive role functions. While the terminology differs slightly from one 

investigation to the next, the essential duties of a task leader remain clear. One 

researcher claims that group members perceive the task specialist as the "'idea' person 

who concentrates on the task and plays a more aggressive role [in the group]" (Hare, 

Creativity 123).5 Specifically, a task leader, or task leadership if it is shared among 

group members, must contend with role requirements that focus upon two types of task 

activities: information processing and problem-solving. 

First, task leaders assist the group in communicating effectively within its 

situational context. At the most basic level, task specialists coordinate topical agendas, 

establish periodic deadlines, and regulate paper flow within the group, such as draft 

revisions (Lechner 12). In this capacity, task leaders function as communication links 

among group members and between the group and any outside governing bodies (i.e., the 

instructor). However, these leaders represent much more to collaborative processes than 

simple group secretaries. At a more sophisticated level, task leaders facilitate group 

discussion by performing critical communicative tasks during member interaction. M. L. 

A. Abercrombie states that, during group discussions, it is the task leader's job "to make 

clear what areas are regarded as the proper field of discourse, to defme its boundaries 

67 



without inhibiting conversation and to make clear the relevance of apparent red herrings" 

(58). In short, Abercrombie concludes that task specialists should "help the participants 

see pattern and relevance in what might otherwise seem casual and even random and 

chaotic talk" (59). 

Task leaders, or members sharing task leadership duties, perform these functions 

by listening attentively to group discussions and offering periodic discussion prompts. 

Such prompts may take several forms. For instance, task leaders may use an "initiating" 

prompt to direct group attention toward a new topical direction; the task leader rna y ask 

the group, "What do you think about X as a possible solution?" Also, task leaders may 

use a "coordinating" prompt to suggest connections among various members' 

contributions, such as "Isn't that similar to the idea Jane is proposing?" Third, task 

leaders may use a "summarizing" prompt to either redirect distracted groups or encourage 

groups to move toward a decision. A summarizing prompt reiterates the topics the group 

has discussed to defme overriding themes and to outline uncovered areas. Using a 

summarizing prompt, a task leader might say, "We've discussed X andY and Steve 

mentioned Z. So what exactly have we decided?" Finally, task leaders may use 

"elaborating" prompts to direct group attention to particular members' suggestions that 

might otherwise go unexamined; an elaborating prompt also encourages critical 

evaluation of all proposed solutions for the current problem task. For example, a task 

leader might state, "Joe's idea to put in more examples seems really good. Maybe we 

could do this." These four prompts represent the most prominent communicative devices 

used by task leaders; several other prompts have been identified in research on task 

leader behavior.6 
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However, communicative assistance represents only one-half of a task leader's 

facilitative responsibilities. The second half of a task leader's duties revolves around the 

group's problem-solving needs. All task-oriented groups, including writing groups, face 

complex problem-solving tasks which necessitate different kinds of behaviors at different 

stages in the group's problem-solving process. Elizabeth Malone, in "Facilitating Groups 

through Selective Participation," suggests that effective task leaders will recognize the 

changing problem-solving needs of groups and encourage group members to adapt their 

behavior appropriately (Lay and Karis 84). 

For example, one of the first pressing concerns for a group entering a 

problem-solving situation, such as a collaborative writing assignment, is to generate a 

pool of possible solutions to meet the assigned task. This generative process requires an 

"expansionary" thinking style among group members, an atmosphere in which all ideas 

are accepted as valid and criticism is avoided as counterproductive to the group's 

immediate objectives (Lay and Karis 84). Later, when the group has progressed to 

advanced problem-solving stages, one or two solutions will be selected from the pool for 

further refmement and implementation. During such later stages, expansionary thinking 

must be abandoned in favor of a more appropriate, critical thinking style that will guide 

the group toward task closure. Unfortunately, one or two members will commonly not 

keep pace with the rest of the group; perhaps these "deviant" members will still attempt 

to generate ideas when the rest of the group wants to focus on refining one selected 

solution, or perhaps they will criticize each idea during inventional stages, and thus cut 

short potentially high quality solutions. In either case, the task leader plays a critical role 

in gently but frrmly informing these members that, while their contributions may be 
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helpful at some other stage of the problem-solving process, their behavior is inhibiting 

the group from achieving its present task demands. In this capacity, the task leader 

functions as a mediator of procedural conflict that would otherwise prevent the group 

from efficiently accomplishing its task. 

At first glance, task leadership requirements may seem to be far beyond the 

realistic capabilities of student collaborators, and these functions occasionally will be 

more than any one student task leader can effectively handle. However, students can be 

trained to use communicative prompts, what Spear calls "listening and responding skills" 

(Sharing Writing 123-128), successfully and even naturally to guide the group through 

its informational and problem-solving tasks. As mentioned previously, training programs 

at the beginning of the semester equip students to become effective collaborators and to 

share the leadership needs of the group. The group may still elect to recognize individual 

students as directive task leaders; however, much of the burden of these leaders' duties 

will be largely alleviated as all group members undertake more "leaderlike" behaviors. 

In conclusion, task leaders assist groups in completing assigned problems. These 

leaders not only perform basic managerial functions like establishing agendas and 

deadlines, but they also facilitate group communication by articulating developing ideas 

and decisions as the group progresses toward task accomplishment. Without effective 

task leadership, groups struggle to defme project goals or means to meet those goals. 

Clearly, effective task leadership is crucial to a group's productive efficiency. However, 

task leadership alone cannot fully account for a group's success. Groups are comprised 

of individuals who require at least as much managing themselves as the task they face 

together. Not only must groups meet the demands of assigned tasks, but they must 
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likewise meet the needs of their members which also requires some form of leadership. 

Thus, in addition to task leadership, all groups require facilitative assistance to create 

favorable socioemotional climates in which the needs of individual group members may 

be satisfied. Leaders who assume responsibility for the social climate of the group are 

called socioemotionalleaders. In the following section, I will discuss this second type of 

leadership role. 

3 .1.3 Socioemotional Roles 

In contrast to task leaders or "idea" people, socioemotionalleaders often represent 

the "best liked" people in collaborating groups (Hare, Creativity 123). Furthermore, 

rather than play aggressive, delegatory roles like task leaders, socioemotionalleaders 

participate in a more supportive manner (Hare, Creativity 123). Socioemotional 

leadership may be distributed among all group members, but it is more commonly 

centered in one or two key individuals. These individuals perform vital roles in 

maintaining a positive interpersonal climate within the group; their roles consist largely 

in offering recognition and reconciliation to group members who would otherwise 

become dissatisfied and either disrupt task processes or leave the group altogether. 

The actual duties of a socioemotionalleader are fairly simple. Beebe and 

Masterson identify four specific responsibilities of socioemotionalleaders as follows: 

tension release, gatekeeping, encouraging, and mediating (242-243). Tension release 

refers to timely interruptions in task processes when tension levels within the group have 

become dangerously high. Often groups working long hours or with difficult problems 

need outlets to release the buildup of tension among group members. If such tension is 
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not released, it could explode in interpersonal conflicts which would damage the 

socioemotional climate of the group and, as a result, affect the group's task performance. 

Effective socioemotionalleaders will be sensitive to tension levels within the group and 

offer outlets for release through well-timed coffee breaks, humorous interjections, or 

moves for adjournment. Sometimes the socioemotionalleader of a group may appear to 

highly task-oriented leaders to be an unwilling worker, when, in fact, she is performing 

crucial group functions. 

A second duty of socioemotionalleaders is gatekeeping, which involves 

regulating member participation. In other words, socioemotionalleaders performing 

gatekeeping roles try to balance the amount of discussion time devoted to each member. 

Socioemotionalleaders realize that even quiet group members have important ideas that 

the group needs to hear to perform at its best. Thus, gatekeeping often involves the 

solicitation of feedback from quiet members through directed questions. Also, in order 

to encourage the participation of quiet members, gatekeeping may involve checking 

overly verbal members who tend to dominate group discussion time. Tactful leaders can 

encourage these talkative members to limit their responses to a set time designation. 

Gatekeeping represents a particularly important leader function because, as research has 

shown, "people who talk more tend to be more satisfied with a group" (Beebe and 

Masterson 243). Quiet members or members in a group dominated by one or two 

verbose members will likely become dissatisfied with membership and leave the group, 

either mentally or physically or both. Effective socioemotionalleaders, however, can act 

as gatekeepers to regulate member participation so that all members have equal 

opportunity to contribute to group processes. 
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Third, socioemotionalleaders serve as encouragers for other group members. In 

this capacity, socioemotionalleaders offer recognition and esteem to members, making 

group participation a rewarding experience. Through their supportive efforts, these 

leaders increase the overall morale of the group which fulfills the interpersonal needs of 

individual members and helps the group work together more productively. 

Finally, the fourth duty of socioemotionalleaders is to mediate the inevitable 

interpersonal conflicts which arise among group members. Especially in writing groups, 

interpersonal conflicts frequently arise when task-related issues spill over into personal 

products. Writers struggle to reconcile highly disparate writing styles and often take 

criticism quite personally. Feelings become hurt and socioemotionalleaders must take 

charge to avoid functional group breakdown. In these circumstances, socioemotional 

leaders must become skillful interpersonal negotiators to reestablish group harmony, to 

salve wounded self-esteems, and to channel "the strong commitment generated by 

writing ... into teamwork and pride in the collaborative product" (Lay and Karis 18). 

Clearly, socioemotionalleadership is a delicate task and not altogether one for 

which students may be trained. Some training early in the semester will alert students to 

aspects of socioemotional climate and conflict management. For instance, students can 

be instructed to solicit equal verbal participation from all members or to keep 

controversial discussion limited to products and not people. Also, assigning a "group 

monitor" to observe and record collaborative activities will help the group evaluate its 

own task and socioemotional processes 7 and thus offer additional support to existing 

socioemotionalleadership. However, the sensitivity that some individuals display as 

"natural" socioemotionalleaders only evolves through personality and time. One 
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interesting fact to note: research indicates that men are more like I y to become task 

leaders and women are more likely to become socioemotionalleaders in group activities 

(Hare, Handbook 146). Thus, in mixed gender groups, instructors could place likely 

leader candidates of each gender in groups to see what emergent leadership patterns 

result. Once again, I emphasize that while there is no absolute way to insure effective 

task and socioemotionalleadership emergence in groups, most groups will naturally 

select leaders to meet developing needs. Realizing this fact, instructors should practice 

careful group placement but avoid assigning leadership roles which would undermine the 

group's control over its own organization. 

3.1.4 Balancing Role Requirements 

Before moving on to developmental phases, I would like to clarify a fmal aspect 

of task and socioemotional functions. Task and socioemotional roles in group process 

together encompass all leadership activity. A group suffering from ineffective or no 

leadership in either functional dimension will be severely incapacitated. Researchers 

differ regarding which of the two dimensions represents the most crucial to group 

success. Bogert and Butt suggest that task and socioemotional processes should be given 

equal emphasis if possible, but that ultimately concerns over task matters must come frrst 

if the group is to succeed (53). Other researchers suggest that whether task or 

socioemotional requirements should be placed first in importance depends upon the 

nature of the group's assignment. Jewell and Reitz state if the group's task is structured 

and group leader positions are stable, then task processes should be given more attention~ 
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however, if the task is unstructured and leader positions are unstable, then circumstances 

necessitate more emphasis upon socioemotional concerns (73). 

These conclusions basically suggest that a commonsensical approach to balancing 

task and socioemotionalleadership needs will work effectively. If member roles within 

the group are solidly established, the group can shift more of its focus to task-related 

functions. However, if member relations are weak, these relations need to be attended to 

as well as the details of task requirements; otherwise, the group may fall apart before 

completing its task. Effective group leadership should naturally adjust to these changing 

needs. Additionally, assigning support roles, such as a group "monitor" or "coordinator," 

will offer additional reinforcement to emergent leaders' success. However, if a particular 

group displays signs of struggle or failure, instructor's should investigate unbalanced 

leadership as one possible source of the group's difficulty. As a general rule of thumb in 

light of individual groups' needs, task and socioemotional processes both represent 

functional requirements for effective group interaction and should be carefully 

maintained throughout the life of the group. 

Thus, I have completed my account of the first component group, Functional 

Needs, under Process Variables (see Appendix A: Descriptive Model). In my 

explanation of these components, I elaborated how leadership emergence, and 

specifically task and socioemotionalleadership, represent crucial needs of formative 

groups to guide them through successive developmental and problem-solving processes. 

In the next section, I will discuss the phases through which writing groups move toward 

productivity. Particularly, I will explain the place of conflict, creativity, and 

cohesiveness in successful group life. Also, I will detail the structuration process which 

75 



governs the creation and maintenance of group norms. Group norms support all group 

activities by defming appropriate boundaries for and giving meaning to member 

behavior. Both developmental phases and the norm structuration process which 

accounts for these phases represent processes that begin with the group's first meeting 

and significantly affect the productive outcomes of subsequent group work. 

3.2 Developmental Phases 

The study of phasic group progressions represents one of the longest standing 

investigatory interests of small group research. Numerous theories have been advanced, 

rejected, and reinstated throughout the history of phasic study. Marshall Scott Poole, one 

of the premier researchers in small group development, defmes a phase as "a period of 

unified and coherent activity that fulfils some function necessary to the completion of the 

group's task ("Tasks and Interaction Sequences" 209). Since the early 1950's, researchers 

have sought to identify coherent phases in task-oriented and problem-solving groups in 

order to better understand the underlying procedural norms guiding group behavior. In 

addition to identifying such phases, researchers in Speech and Technical 

Communications have attempted to suggest a consistent order through in all task groups 

sequentially develop. As a result of these research efforts, several distinct phasic theories 

have evolved to explain the number, type, order, and logic of group developmental 

stages. More specifically, two types of phasic theories have evolved from this research: 

unitary sequence theories and multiple sequence theories. I will elaborate both types of 

theories in the following paragraphs. 
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3.2.1 Unitary Sequence Theories 

The earliest phasic theories, devised primarily from 1950 to 1970, characterize 

group development as a unitary sequence. Unitary sequence theories suggest that all task 

groups progress through a uniform number of sequential phases as they move toward a 

group product or decision. Furthermore, these theories draw heavily upon 

problem-solving and creativity research and most include three to four developmental 

stages that are substantially similar to the following categories from Fisher's exemplary 

theory: orientation, conflict, emergence, and reinforcement (Small Group Decision 

Making 145-149). 

The orientation phase, acknowledged as the first developmental phase in all six 

major unitary sequence theories, involves a period of socializing during which group 

members attempt to construct a socioemotional climate conducive to their assigned task 

(Fisher, "Decision Emergence" 58).8 Specifically, groups operating in this phase engage 

in behaviors that promote cohesion among group members and establish tentative role 

positions within the group's power structure. Leaders begin to emerge. Also, the 

orientation phase includes a period of initial responding to the group's assigned task. 

Group members begin, both individually and collectively, to interpret the rhetorical 

situation surrounding the task and to advance subtle opinions regarding various aspects of 

the task and group. However, as social positions within the group remain highly 

undefmed, members in the orientation phase typically avoid asserting themselves 

directly; ambiguity pervades the interactive comments of group members during this 

phase of development (Fisher, "Decision Emergence" 58). 
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The second phase, conflict, is marked by substantive discord as group members 

negotiate possible solutions to meet their task. As Fisher notes, "Gone is the 

tentativeness of ambiguity. Gone, too, is the tentativeness due to social inhibitions" 

(Small Group Decision Making 146). During this phase, group members typically 

polarize into coalitions based upon ideational verisimilitude favoring or opposing 

proposed ideas and solutions. Additionally, coalitions often form around emergent 

leaders. Interactive comments during this stage display a marked reduction in ambiguity 

and agreement; with greater assurance of positional stability, members argue openly on 

behalf of their beliefs regarding the written product the group must compose to meet task 

requirements. 

Following the conflict phase, the emergence phase involves a gradual reduction 

of substantive discord among group members. While conflicting opinions remain, 

dissenting members slowly relinquish their resistance to the persuasive attempts of others 

in the group. As indicated by a return of ambiguity in interactive commentary, distinct 

coalitions and unfavorable attitudes melt away as the group reforms. Fisher explains the 

function of ambiguity in this interactive changeover as follows: "Ambiguity, then, 

functions ... as a form of modified dissent. That is, the group members proceed to change 

their attitudes from disfavor to favor of the decision proposals through the mediation of 

ambiguity" ("Decision Emergence" 63). Usually, by this phase, the group has selected 

one or two solutions to focus its attention during fmal phases. Additionally, leadership 

and member roles have generally solidified. The group, by this point, has completed the 

majority of its critical task and socioemotional negotiation; remaining work will 

concentrate on the refmement of the approved group product. 
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Reinforcement represents the last phase in Fisher's unitary sequence theory. 

During the reinforcement phase, group members affirm their productive decisions. 

Conflict and dissent disappear as group members ally to support their product. Group 

cohesion measures high during the fourth phase as expressed frequently in the interactive 

exchanges of group members. A spirit of unity and ideational consensus pervades group 

interaction during this phase; group members repeatedly reinforce each other's favorable 

contributions to the group product, as well as each other's social positions within the 

group (Fisher, Small Group Decision Making 149). 

In summary, most unitary sequence theories (here represented by Fisher) include 

four distinct phases: orientation, conflict, emergence, and reinforcement. While the 

terminology used to identify sequential categories may differ among various theories, 

essential phasic characteristics remain strikingly similar. Underlying these theories, basic 

notions of individual problem-solving encourage an assumption that all groups move 

similarly through this same four-phase sequence. Furthermore, unitary sequence models 

present group development as a linear process with little or no recursivity. In short, as 

shown in later developmental research lead by Poole, unitary sequence theories 

oversimplify group development ("Tasks and Interaction Sequences" 21 0). While these 

theories remain as ideal developmental patterns in later theories, particularly multiple 

sequence theories, their validity as useful schemas for measuring and predicting group 

development has been largely disproved. 
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3 .2.2 Multiple Sequence Theories 

Unlike unitary sequence theories, multiple sequence theories allow for different 

developmental patterns among different groups. Multiple sequence theories propose that 

groups take different developmental paths according to the influence of contingency 

variables, which may consist of "differences in factors such as task structure, group 

composition or conflict management" (Poole, "Decision Development" 207). In other 

words, multiple sequence theories suggest that all groups begin their developmental 

activity with an ideal pattern in mind, such as those described in unitary sequence 

theories that resembles individual problem-solving procedures; however, along the way, 

most groups encounter a number of unexpected variables related to their task, 

environment, and membership, which inhibit linear development and force the group to 

engage in multiple, recursive problem-solving sequences in order to accomplish their 

overriding task. Thus, multiple sequence theories, such as Poole's, describe group 

maturation and task accomplishment as processes consisting of several, simultaneously 

active, developmental sequences--also called "trajectories" (Fisher and Stutman 106). 

Furthermore, group members transfer among these trajectories through what Poole 

entitles "breakpoints," which are "markers or flags [signalling] that a new developmental 

trajectory has occurred" (Fisher and Stutman 106). Poole identifies three types of 

breakpoints as "normal breakpoints, delays, and disruptions" (Fisher and Stutman 1 06). 

Normal breakpoints include conversational transitions among topics and task procedures 

accepted by all group members; delays occur when the group reaches an impasse and 

must recycle through earlier developmental stages (i.e., invention) to continue its task. 

Finally, disruptions encompass both breakpoints resulting from conflict, whether 
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interpersonal or substantive, and from failure, when the group realizes that its solutions 

or document will not work and must begin again. 

Thus, multiple sequence theories account for a much greater degree of complexity 

and intragroup variation than unitary sequence theories. At the same time, however, 

multiple sequence theories describe group development as consisting of identifiable 

periods of coherent activity, or what might be loosely called phases, developing along 

simultaneous trajectories interconnecting at distinct transitional breakpoints. 

Furthermore, multiple sequence theories do not negate unitary sequence models but 

redefme such models as one possible pattern among many. 

Research in phasic group development, both unitary and multiple sequence 

theories, offers much to the teacher using collaborative writing. Understanding the 

nature of group development allows teachers to monitor classroom groups effectively by 

providing informative guidelines to gauge individual group maturity. The ability to 

measure the approximate position of a group along a developmental continuum assists 

instructors in adjusting time allocations for specific writing projects. Additionally, a 

comprehension of group developmental sequences helps instructors recognize the 

significance of seemingly inappropriate student behaviors within groups. For instance, 

conflict represents a necessary phase of small group development. Whether assuming an 

unitary sequence perspective of conflict as one of four phases in group problem-solving 

or a multiple sequence perspective of conflict as a transitional device groups use to move 

among developmental trajectories, discordant behavior among group members remains a 

highly significant part of group maturation and task success. Furthermore, as will be 
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discussed in the section on "conflict and creativity," conflict represents an essential 

prerequisite to creativity and insight. 

Also, off-task behavior, or group "play," performs a vital function of tension 

release and socioemotional bonding in group development. Both unitary and multiple 

sequence theories recognize some degree of off-task behavior as normal and healthy to 

group maturation, and particularly to the maintenance of a positive socioemotional 

climate. Often, teachers who are unaware of these developmental processes will 

mistakenly criticize conflictive or off-task behaviors as inappropriate; in so doing, they 

may unintentionally interrupt natural group development by interjecting outside 

authoritative dictates which inhibit these, and other, vital processes. 

However, in the same vein, too much off-task behavior or conflict will distract 

members from their task and cause poor performance. Thus, it is important for teachers 

to understand how to assess what stage a group is in, how members' behavior functions in 

that stage, and when intervention may be necessary to dislodge a group that becomes 

"stuck" in a conflictive phase or off-task tangent. In the following pages, I will address 

these informational needs as I elaborate several important developmental processes 

including the interconnection of conflict and creativity and the generation of cohesion. 

Finally, I will conclude the section with a discussion of the norm structuration process. 

governing phasic transitions and maintenance, as it is played out in the verbal interaction 

of group members. First, however, let us look closer at the relationship between conflict 

and creativity in group effectiveness. 
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3.2.3 Conflict and Creativity 

Task-oriented groups, including collaborative writing groups, must contend with 

three types of conflict: interpersonal, procedural, and substantive (Hirokawa and Poole 

181). Interpersonal conflict denotes disagreement among group members; this type of 

conflict typically involves personality clashes that disrupt interaction. Usually evident 

early in group life, interpersonal problems impair the socioemotional climate of the 

group and negatively affect productivity. All members become distracted from assigned 

tasks by the war games of a dominant few, causing delayed group development and low 

quality decision-making. Second, procedural conflict includes disparity among members 

regarding "a group's modus operandi" or the established rules for task conduct (Hirokawa 

and Poole 182). Procedural conflict can arise as a byproduct of interpersonal conflict or 

as legitimate disagreement over working methods and goals. Like interpersonal conflict, 

procedural conflict inhibits productive quantity and quality by encouraging the group to 

expend its resources on secondary issues. 

The fmal type of conflict facing collaborative groups is substantive conflict, 

which consists of "differences of opinion associated with the ideas or content of the 

group task" (Hirokawa and Poole 181). While interpersonal and procedural conflict 

produce only negative task and socioemotional results, substantive conflict, when 

handled appropriately, benefits group interaction.9 This type of conflict typically arises 

when group members begin to evaluate solutions generated during invention. As the 

group engages in evaluative selection from among its pool of alternatives, substantive 

conflict emerges among members regarding the nature of the assigned task and 

requirements for acceptable productive choices. According to many researchers, this 
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negotiative process, often extending until the fmal stages of revision, represents the 

primary strength of collaborative activities. 

Researchers of small group processes concur that substantive conflict plays a vital 

role in fostering creativity and superior task performance in groups. 10 When handled 

appropriately, this type of conflict encourages group members to "search for new ideas or 

solutions, clarify issues, increase participation, delay premature decisions, or discuss 

disagreements" (Nelson and Smith 60). In other words, substantive conflict initiates both 

the exchange of ideas leading to creative solutions and the critical evaluation of ideas 

which exposes flaws in low quality proposals. Together, these processes assist the group 

in selecting the best possible alternatives for accomplishing its task. 

Bill Karis suggests that conflict over substantive issues allows collaborators to 

utilize the full measure of creative tools that the "agonistic and dialectical nature of 

rhetoric" provides. It is this sort of free and open environment, he claims, that gives rise 

to true creativity and ingenuity ( 124). Disagreement over substantive issues forces group 

members to look closely at both their own and others' beliefs. Not only must they study 

their own beliefs in light of the criticism of other group members, but they must also 

seek to understand alternative perspectives in order to suggest workable reconciliations 

toward a unified product. During this period of conflict, as group members bounce th~ir 

ideas off each other, new ideas often form that are not only different from but better than 

the ideas contributed individually. Similar to the incubation stage of creativity in 

individuals, conflictive interaction serves as an accelerated incubation process for groups. 

Arguing from individual contributions, group members engage in a negotiative process 

that filters and reformulates various proposals. Morgan et al., commenting on the 
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function of substantive conflict in collaborative writing groups, state that "pushing the 

limits to resolve a seemingly unresolvable conflict can produce a solution acceptable to 

all and better than any previously envisioned possibilities" (23). During this phase, the 

group moves into an "ideal" collaborative state in which the group itself, rather than 

individual members, becomes a creative entity capable of generating higher quality 

products than the sum of its members working alone. This ideal form of interaction, 

mediated by substantive conflict, represents the ultimate goal of collaboration in 

education or industry, because its creative potential continues to surpass the 

accomplishments of individuals or technology. 

Students, however, will not immediately recognize the value of substantive 

disagreement or be able to handle this conflict beneficially. After all, substantive 

conflict, like its interpersonal and procedural counterparts, can negatively affect group 

interaction if it is not understood or treated properly. Therefore, instructors must educate 

their students to the types of conflict they may encounter and, particularly, to the benefit 

of substantive conflict. Students should be warned of the dangers of interpersonal or 

procedural conflict, but informed that "disagreement is valid and useful when it takes 

place within the larger context of cooperative search for common understanding" 

(Lechner 11). Practically speaking, instructors should encourage groups to listen to 

minority viewpoints and to explore the validity and value of each proposal as they move 

toward consensual decisions affecting their collective product. 

According to research, consensus offers distinct advantages as a preferred 

decision rule in collaborative assignments (Burleson et al., 569). Although consensus has 

become a pejorative word in some circles of Rhetoric among those who have 
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misinterpreted Kenneth Burke's original conception, 11 consensus decision-making has 

been repeatedly confmned in empirical studies to yield higher quality results and greater 

member satisfaction than majority rule or other decision schemes. 12 Contrary to common 

belief, consensus does not promote compromise as its ultimate objective; the kind of 

consensus advocated by Burke encourages a complete understanding of all viewpoints 

(Karis 115). In laymen's terms, Burke proposes that consensus should be used in groups 

to reach solutions that encompass and protect the ideologies of all concerned parties. 

Thus, consensus decision-making does not seek to squelch minority voices, but to engage 

all voices in a dialectical search for new possibilities. Furthermore, at a practical level, 

consensus decision-making fosters substantive conflict, creativity, and member 

satisfaction as each member's contribution becomes vital to task success. 

In addition to informing students of the use of consensus decision-making 

principles, teachers should alert student groups to the value of substantive conflict as 

insurance against "groupthink." Students should be instructed to be wary of immediate 

agreement as a possible indicator that the group has not fully explored its options or the 

negative and positive consequences associated with selected options. Premature 

agreement can prevent the group from discovering higher quality solutions by cutting off 

invention; additionally, premature closure can blind the group to significant flaws in 

accepted proposals that might have been discovered if the group had deliberated longer. 

Conflictive exchanges expose such attributes. 

Thus, instructors should help groups see the valuable creative and evaluative 

functions which substantive conflict performs. Through preparatory training, groups 

learn to allow all members to freely voice their substantive disagreements and to keep 
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substantive conflict focused on ideas, not persons. Specifically, group members learn to 

listen to each contribution in an open and accepting manner so that they "understand both 

the specific merits of each suggestion and the beliefs and needs which have led to that 

position" (Lechner 11 ). As long as group members willingly recognize the validity of 

each perspective, substantive conflict, however heated, will not harm the task or 

socioemotional functioning of the group. Therefore, as long as it remains substantive, 

instructors should not interfere with groups engaged in this type of conflict. 

On the other hand, instructors may be called upon to referee groups caught in 

interpersonal or procedural conflict. Because interpersonal and procedural conflicts 

involve a significant degree of emotionality, these conflicts cannot usually be reconciled 

within the group. Furthermore, these types of conflict almost always produce negative 

results, in both task and socioemotional dimensions, when left alone. The best treatment 

method for either interpersonal or procedural conflict is mediated confrontation by either 

the instructor or a selected panel of students from other working groups. Ideally, groups 

struggling with this type of conflict would seek their own mediation, but this is not 

always the case. Thus, instructors monitoring groups within the classroom must be 

prepared to diagnose interpersonal and procedural conflicts, determine if the conflicts are 

significant enough to warrant intervention (which may produce some negative effects 

itself by disrupting the self-governing power and leadership patterns within the group). 

Chapter IV will provide directives for monitoring and mediating group conflicts. The 

most important thing to remember, however, is that every attempt should be made to 

preserve the self-governing authority of the group. Otherwise, solutions to the initial 

problem of disruptive conflict will only create additional incapacitations. 
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In conclusion, task groups must contend with three types of conflict, only one of 

which fosters group development. Interpersonal and procedural conflicts should be 

avoided, if possible, because they destroy the socioemotional climate of the group and 

distract group members from productive concerns. Substantive conflict, however, 

encourages groups to engage in negotiative and creative processes which lead the group 

to adopt high quality solutions. To guide groups through conflictive phases, both 

instructors and students require knowledge that will assist them in diagnosing and 

handling such interludes. Preparatory training can provide initial instruction in handling 

substantive conflict and in monitoring or mediating interpersonal and procedural conflict. 

In the following section, I will discuss the development of cohesiveness in 

groups. The level of cohesion in a group significantly affects the amount of conflict and 

productivity experienced by group members. Groups ranking low on measures of 

cohesion generally suffer more negative conflict and less productivity than groups 

ranking high on similar measures. I will discuss additional characteristics of high and 

low cohesive groups along with strategies for encouraging the development of 

cohesiveness as follows. 

3.2.4 Cohesiveness 

Cohesiveness, or what some researchers call "groupness," refers to the degree of 

attraction felt by group members for each other and for the group. Hare reports that 

cohesiveness occurs when "members are highly attracted to the group" (Creativity 116). 

Specifically, if group members enjoy working together and feel commitment toward 

group goals, the group may be designated as highly cohesive. On the other hand, if 
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group members do not like each other and do not feel committed to pursue task goals, 

then the group suffers from low cohesiveness among its members. 

The development of cohesiveness in collaborative writing groups represents a 

vital process that begins during the orientation phase of group development and 

continues throughout the life of the group. One of the most well-documented 

characteristics of group cohesion is that it takes time to develop. As Morgan et al. report, 

"forming students into groups ... creates a group only nominally. The development of 

[cohesiveness], or the spirit of working as a team, takes time" (22). 13 Cohesiveness 

cannot be rushed or forced, and yet it tremendously affects both task performance and 

member satisfaction. 

Research on cohesiveness states that highly cohesive groups encourage greater 

participation of all members and experience lower absenteeism and member turnover 

than other groups (Johnson and Johnson 253). In addition, highly cohesive groups are 

more likely to achieve their goals because members readily accept responsibility within 

the group and work both harder and longer to achieve difficult objectives (Jewell and 

Reitz 144). 14 In these groups, members communicate more effectively through frequent 

interaction and display a greater willingness to listen to, influence, and be influenced by 

other members (Johnson and Johnson 253). Also, members adhere more closely to group 

norms in highly cohesive groups and place greater pressure on people who violate those 

norms than less cohesive groups. Interestingly, these groups exhibit greater amounts of 

substantive conflict than other groups, most likely because members feel secure enough 

within the group to challenge each other's ideas. In other words, members of highly 

cohesive groups are more committed to group success and thus more willing to pursue 
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high quality solutions even at the risk of temporarily disrupting the socioemotional 

harmony of the group. Finally, members of highly cohesive groups display greater 

security. heightened self-esteem, and reduced anxiety over task demands, than members 

of less cohesive teams (Johnson and Johnson 253). 

On the other hand, groups measuring low on assessments of cohesiveness suffer 

from high absenteeism and turnover among group members. Additionally, low cohesive 

groups are less likely to meet task goals because group members avoid responsibility for 

assigned tasks and do not feel committed to either the group's norms or goals. Members 

of these groups communicate ineffectively and often infrequently; they experience higher 

levels of interpersonal and procedural conflict, along with lower levels of substantive 

conflict, than other groups. These groups often complete their work in half the time it 

takes other groups because group members simply cannot get along or do not know how 

to proceed with their task. These groups typically remain underdeveloped, with 

interpersonal relationships too unfamiliar and risky to achieve any significant measure of 

collaboration. 

Research suggests that several factors contribute to the development of 

cohesiveness in groups. Although the specific relation and interrelation of these factors 

has yet to be fmnly established, three distinct constituents affecting cohesion have been 

identified. First of all, the level of interpersonal attraction among group members 

determines how much or how quickly cohesiveness will develop. Interpersonal attraction 

refers to the extent that group members like each other~ determinants of interpersonal 

liking include many different variables such as similarity of attitudes, frequency of 

interaction, perceived reciprocation of attraction, and degree of self-disclosure (Fisher, 
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Small Group Decision Making 41). 15 In short, group members are most likely to be 

attracted to persons who share similar attitudes and values as themselves, who seem to 

like other group members, and who are willing to match the degree of openness 

expressed by others during interaction. High levels of interpersonal attraction encourage 

group members to value their participation and membership in the group; as a result, 

members work together more willingly and feel more responsibility toward task goals. 

Because interpersonal attraction affects the development of cohesion and tends to occur 

most frequently among students with similar personalities and ideological orientations, 

instructors should attempt to establish some homogeneity among these characteristics 

when they assign groups. Obviously, instructors cannot consider every characteristic of 

each student when assigning groups; such a task is far beyond the mental capabilities, not 

to mention available time, of any teacher. Furthermore, complete homogeneity 

significantly limits the ideational resources of a group by narrowing the range of 

perspectives represented during periods of problem-solving and task work. However, if 

instructors attempt to create some homogeneity among major characteristics, such as 

degree of self-disclosure (introversion/extroversion), then the conditions for cohesive 

bonding among group members may be strengthened. 16 

A second factor affecting the development of cohesion in groups is member 

satisfaction. Over the past four decades, numerous variables have been associated with 

this constituent. A full discussion of these variables would exceed the frame of my 

argument, so I will merely summarize the most significant fmdings of this research. 17 

Basically, this research suggests member satisfaction directly relates to perceived benefits 

of membership. In other words, members display satisfaction with groups which they 
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feel are successful and worth their time; likewise, cohesion among members direct! y 

relates to group morale which is often determined by the success or failure of the group. 

Therefore, cohesion is typically low in groups suffering from ineffectiveness. On the 

other hand, task success fosters cohesion because members feel confident that their 

participation in the group is worthwhile. Additionally, members display satisfaction with 

groups in which they feel they can freely participate as their desires and abilities allow. 

When group members feel their contributions are not accepted or valued, they become 

dissatisfied with membership and stop participating in interaction. Research indicates 

that whether or not group members choose to become actively involved in collaborative 

activities, they must perceive they have the freedom to participate if and when they 

choose to, in order to remain satisfied with group membership (Fisher, Small Group 

Decision Making 49). 

Encouraging the development of cohesion through member satisfaction is sticky 

business. No instructor can guarantee the success or failure of a group. However, 

teachers can establish task structures that encourage groups to adopt procedures 

facilitating member satisfaction. For instance, an instructor can require groups to 

establish both short-term and long-term goals that are regularly evaluated by the group. 

Periodic evaluation of group progress boosts the morale of group members as they 

celebrate achievements, however small, and reaffrrm their commitment to the group and 

its task. Also, teachers can provide task structures that require the participation of all 

members. Procedural guidelines provided at the beginning of a collaborative assignment . 

can challenge each group to discuss the interests and abilities of each member and 
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allocate task-related duties according to those characteristics. These responsibilities may 

be recorded by a group monitor for instructor reference. 

The last factor affecting the development of cohesion is group identification. 

This factor involves the extent to which "members internalize group goals" and identify 

themselves with the group (Fisher, Small Group Decision Making 49). As noted earlier 

in this section, members of highly cohesive groups feel more commitment to group 

norms and goals than do members of less cohesive teams. When members feel 

committed to pursue group goals, they are more willing to accept responsibility for 

assigned tasks and to work together to achieve desired ends. Thus, these groups enjoy 

more success in task and socioemotional areas which, in turn, makes membership more 

appealing. 

Instructors can promote group identification in two distinct ways. First, task 

structures promoting cooperation rather than competition foster group identification. 

Cooperative task structures encourage members to perceive themselves as a group, 

instead of a collection of individuals, who must stand or fall together. As long as 

competitive nuances exist within the classroom or the task structure (i.e., how the 

students will be graded), members will not fully adhere to a collective identity; after all, 

in such circumstances, a "group" does not fully exist. Secondly, instructors should 

allocate time at the beginning of the semester for groups to establish identities before 

taking on specific projects. In other words, group identification develops as members get 

to know one another and adapt individual learning and writing styles to singular group 

processes. Therefore, as Beebe and Masterson suggest, teachers should allow time for 

groups to learn about the "needs, hopes, and goals" of individual team members (109). 
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Additionally, groups need time to discuss group goals, procedural norms, and potential 

barriers to task success (Beebe and Masterson 109). Providing groups with time to 

self-consciously address these issues will establish a solid foundation for cohesiveness 

and socioemotional health leading to future collaborative effectiveness. For example, 

requiring groups to produce written profiles, which detail various aspects of their 

group--such as its members, goals, anticipated problems and plans for coping with those 

problems, will encourage members to discuss underlying issues related to the group's 

identity and working goals. Assigning such profiles not only requires the group to 

consciously attend to important issues of integration but also initiates collaborative 

writing on a project that is not tremendously difficult. 

In addition to preparatory time to establish group identity, research indicates that 

all task groups benefit from regular periods of self-reflection placed throughout the life 

of the group. 18 Such times allow the group to evaluate its task and socioemotional 

processes and to adjust those processes as necessary to meet changing group needs. 

Furthermore, such times maintain the collective identity of the group by allowing time 

for members to vent their frustrations and encourage one another. Self-reflection may be 

initiated by the instructor or by group members assigned to perform these monitoring 

duties. 

In conclusion, cohesiveness represents a vital characteristic of successful task 

groups. Highly cohesive groups perform better on assigned tasks and offer their 

members a more fulfilling learning experience than less cohesive teams. However, as 

mentioned earlier, cohesiveness cannot be rushed or forced to develop, but evolves as the 

group contends with factors such as interpersonal attraction, member satisfaction, and 
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group identification. While cohesiveness cannot be imparted to a group directly, 

informed teachers may facilitate its development by placing students into groups 

carefully and by creating task structures that lead groups to engage in the kinds of 

behaviors which promote socioemotional bonding. Thus, as with many other influences 

upon small group development, instructors cannot simply impose directive measures, but 

can create favorable conditions for natural developmental processes to occur. 

In the fmal section of this chapter, I will discuss the structuration process through 

which groups establish and maintain norms to guide and interpret member activity. 

Groups create norms through a communicative process entitled "structuration"; through 

norm structuration, groups continually redefme procedural methods for accomplishing 

their tasks. Additionally, norms govern social relationships within the group, providing 

stability to member interaction by defming acceptable and unacceptable conduct for each 

role. I have reserved discussion of this process for last because, in many ways, it 

encompasses and produces all other group activity, classified in this investigation as 

Process Variables (see Appendix A: Descriptive Model). 

3.2.5 Norm Structuration 

Task groups rely on norms to govern every aspect of group life, even to defme 

what a group is. According to Joseph Anderson, norms represent the "do's and don't's 

shared by members about what is appropriate behavior in the group" (278). In addition, 

norms assist the group in developing and attaining goals, and they serve as "substitutes 

for influence among group members" who deviate from accepted practices (Johnson and 

Johnson 251 ). Specifically, norms regulate group interaction by identifying pathways for 
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task operations and establishing boundaries for socioemotional, or intermember, activity. 

Without norms, groups would not be possible; members would never succeed in bringing 

together their individual perspectives and working behaviors into any sort of effective 

collaboration. Therefore, all groups develop norms that, to one degree or another, offer 

such coordinative assistance. In short, norms provide the structure for group life to exist. 

However, group norms are not stagnate entities, but develop continuously as long 

as the group remains intact. Initially, each member brings certain norms to group 

interaction in the form of expectations. These expectations may have been collected 

from personal, familial, or cultural influences in a member's background that lead her to 

make assumptions about how the group should proceed with its task and how members 

should treat each other. As group members interact, these normative assumptions 

inevitably collide. When such collisions occur, the process of structuration begins. 

The theory of structuration was initially developed by researcher Anthony 

Giddens working with decision-making groups in Speech Communications (Poole, 

Seibold, and McPhee 75). Since that time, the theory has been extended to apply to other 

forms of task-oriented groups, including writing groups. Basically, the theory purposes 

to explain how groups transfer from one distinct period of activity to another. Unlike 

phasic theories which seek to identify activity sequences, structurational theory offers an 

explanation of how communicative exchanges among members cause groups to develop 

and change as they move toward task accomplishment. Specifically, structurational 

theory suggests that group activity and phasic movement result from a gradual process 

that alters group norms, allowing change to occur. 
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The concept of structuration, which lies at the heart of the theory, states that all 

groups represent social systems that are produced and reproduced "through members' 

application of generative rules and resources (structures)" (Hirokawa and Poole 247). 

Furthermore, these structures, or norms, dualistically function as both the medium and 

outcome of group interaction. As one group of researchers explains: 

They are its medium because structures provide the rules 
and resources people must draw on to interact meaningfully. 
They are its outcome because rules and resources only exist 
through being applied and acknowledged in interaction--they 
have no reality independent of the social practices they 
constitute. (Poole, Seibold, and McPhee 7 6) 

In other words, the structural norms which defme and govern the systemic practices of 

groups only exist as they are acknowledged by group members. For example, when a 

task leader calls for a majority vote, he is simultaneously recognizing and legitimizing 

the majority rule decision scheme as a norm for that group. Thus; when members act in 

accordance with a normative rule, they also reaffirm the power of that rule for 

determining future group behavior. 

Likewise, because group members create norms through their verbal interaction, 

these structures are continuously subjected to change (Poole, "Tasks and Interaction 

Sequences" 213). Slight variations in interpretations of select norms may result in 

changes to both the norm itself and the group's reaction to that norm. Such interpretive 

alterations occur frequently because group norms evolve from the individually 

contributed norms of group members. Furthermore, as group members contend with task 

demands, members may elect, either consciously or unconsciously, to reject norms that 

inhibit further development. For instance, a group pressed for time in light of an 

impending deadline may forego certain norms stating that all members be given equal 
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time to voice their views on proposed revisions to the group document and rely instead 

on the scrutiny of an elected subgroup. Also, inspired by interaction, members may 

create new norms to better service the needs of the developing group and/or its task; 

these new rules then become the medium for later group activity. 

Advocates of structurational theory propose that such continuous changes in the 

quantitative and qualitative makeup of group norms constitutes the basis of group 

development and allows for the complexity of interrelated processes with which groups 

simultaneously contend. As group members use, reuse, invent, and reject normative 

rules, group processes change according! y. Through these changes, groups adapt to 

variable task and socioemotional demands en route to task accomplishment. 

Additionally, structurational processes provide groups with malleable rules and resources 

which allow them to overcome task-related obstacles by re-routing developmental 

patterns. 

Thus, norm structuration, played out in the verbal interaction of group members, 

gradually reformulates the individual norms which each member brings to the group into 

a unique combination of task and socioemotional guidelines. Research indicates that 

successful groups have both more and more specific group norms than less effective 

groups (Anderson 278). Norms provide both structure and coherence to group 

interaction which allows members to participate effectively in group activities. 

Unfortunately, most groups remain unaware of the structurational process 

determining the content and direction of group interplay. Like many other 

communicative processes, members simply act and react to the comments of their 

counterparts, without truly understanding the importance of the process in which they are 
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engaging. As a result of leaving norm structuration largely to chance, some groups 

develop norms which inhibit, rather than promote, task accomplishment. For instance, a 

group who establishes norms favoring low productivity, simply because one talkative 

member advocates such slackness, will not achieve comparable products to a group with 

norms for high productivity. On the other hand, if members of the low productivity 

group had been aware of structurational processes, they could have confronted their lazy 

member and overridden his unfavorable influence. 

Thus, instructors using collaborative writing pedagogies should educate their 

students to the importance of structurational processes occurring in group interaction, as 

these processes lay the foundation for many other developmental procedures involving 

both task and socioemotional group needs. Students should be alerted to the subtleties of 

verbal exchanges in group work and given specific suggestions for facilitating beneficial 

communication within their groups. 

Throughout Chapter III, I have reiterated the pedagogical benefits of preparatory 

training in interpersonal skills, particularly listening and responding skills, as a 

preventative against numerous developmental problems; this approach applies to norm 

structuration as well. While students do not need to be burdened with the theoretical 

implications of structurational theory, they should be encouraged to spend time 

articulating and negotiating group norms that would otherwise remain unstated. Unstated 

norms, like hidden agendas, prevent group members from fully understanding one 

another and achieving the kind of unity that characterizes effective writing teams. Thus, 

groups can benefit from learning to recognize underlying norms motivating member 

activity; once identified in interaction, those norms can be brought to light so that all 

99 



members, including the initiating member (who may be unaware of her behavior), may 

discuss whether to accept or reject the rule. Research indicates that such critical 

evaluation will decrease the likelihood that groups will accept unfavorable norms 

(Hirokawa and Poole 250). 

3.3 Conclusion 

Norm structuration represents the fmal variable contained in the component 

group, Developmental Phases, of the Process Variables sub sphere (see Appendix A: 

Descriptive Model). In the sections covering these components, I discussed various 

aspects of phasic development including unitary and multiple sequence theories, the 

interrelation of conflict and creativity, and the development of cohesiveness. 

Additionally, I summarized important features of the theory of structuration through 

which group norms are created and maintained. All of these developmental aspects, 

whether identified as phases or facilitative processes, affect collaborative writing groups 

by governing task and socioemotional activities. In essence, these processes undergird 

all group activity; they provide the framework for interaction by defining what is 

acceptable and valued in group activity as well as what is not. Furthermore, as suggested 

throughout, students may be prepared to handle these aspects more effectively through 

preparatory training prior to group interaction. 

Thus, I have completed my account of the Process Variables subsphere. Process 

variables include all group characteristics which are formed at the group's first meeting 

and thereafter maintained in interaction. Unlike input variables, process variables cannot 

be attributed to singular environmental or member-related causes; rather, these variables 
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emerge as group members interact to accomplish the group's assigned tasks. Because 

they originate from multiple influences intertwined in interaction, process variables 

denote transient features that cannot be entire! y controlled, either by the instructor or by 

group members. However, preparatory training and monitoring can assist students in 

understanding and effectively dealing with the communicative functions that each 

variable performs. 

As Chapter III draws to a close, the model is complete (see Appendix A: 

Descriptive Model). By no means am I suggesting that I have created an infallible 

representation of all factors affecting collaborative writing groups. On the other hand, I 

do hope the model offers insight into some of the most important factors concerning 

instructors using collaborative writing pedagogies. In Chapter IV, I will return to a 

number of issues introduced in Chapters II and III regarding specific pedagogies for 

forming and maintaining effective groups. Particularly, I will discuss individual factors 

to consider when assigning groups, training options to prepare student members, and 

monitor practices to ensure group growth. 
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Notes 

1 
For more information on functional needs, see the following references: 

Anderson; Beebe and Masterson; Fisher, Small Group Decision Making; Hare, 
Handbook, Creativity; Hirokawa and Johnston; Hirokawa and Poole; Hirokawa and Pace; 
Johnson and Johnson; Schultz~ Webb, "Student Interaction," "Stability of Small Group 
Interaction." 

2 
For more information on the role of leadership in group interaction, see the 

following references: Allen et al.; Anderson; Beebe and Masterson; Bogert and Butt; 
George; Johnson and Johnson; Hare, Handbook, Creativity; Hirokawa and Pace; 
Hirokawa and Poole; Jewell and Reitz; Lay and Karis; Lechner; Schultz. 

3 See also Bogert and Butt 53. 

4 
For more information on leadership traits, see the following references: Beebe 

and Masterson; Hare, Handbook, Creativity; Hirokawa and Pace; Hirokawa and Poole; 
Schultz. 

5 See also Hare, Handbook 145. 

6 For more information, see Beebe and Masterson 240-242; Grimm 58; and Spear 
61. 

7 Group monitors and other self-evaluation procedures will be discussed in 
Chapter Three. 

8 See also Beebe and Masterson's "Summary of Literature on Group Phases" in 
Communicating in Groups 165. 

9 For more information on destructive and constructive controversy, see Johnson 
and Johnson 157-158. 

1°For more information on the role of substantive conflict in creativity, see the 
following references: Allen et al.; Hare, Creativity; Hirokawa, "Consensus Group 
Decision Making"; Hirokawa and Pace; Hirokawa and Poole; Johnson and Johnson; 
Karis; Lechner; Morgan et al.; Nelson and Smith. 

11 The misinterpretation I cite here suggests that consensus decision making 
oppresses minority viewpoints by allowing a politically or socially dominant subgroup to 
intimidated other members. A careful review of Burke's "consensus" reveals that he did 
not intend for consensus decision making to be used for oppressive purposes; rather, he 
encouraged the use of consensus to motivate groups to engage in more in-depth 
negotiation of ideas than required by simply majority vote decision schemes. 
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12 For more information on the performance value of various decision schemes, 
see the following references: Hirakawa, "Consensus Group Decision Making"; 
Hirakawa and Pace; Hirakawa and Poole. 

13 See also Bouton and Garth 34. 

14 See also Nelson and Smith 60. 

15 See also Nelson and Smith 60. 

16 For more information on establishing homogeneity in groups, see the analysis in 
Chapter 1 of applicable individual characteristics or the section, "Forming Effective 
Groups," in Chapter 3. 

17 For a complete account of these variables, see the following references: Bouton 
and Garth, Learning in Groups; Gere, Writing Groups, and Fisher, Small Group Decision 
Making. 

18 For more information on groups' need for self-reflection, see the following 
references: Bogert and Butt; Gere; Jacko; Jewell and Reitz; Lay and Karis; Lechner; 
Spear. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

In the Introduction, I stated that instructors must understand the influences 

affecting functional group relations, or how groups work, in order to form and maintain 

effective writing groups. In fact, I proposed that many of the struggles encountered with 

collaborative pedagogies directly result from the hit-or-miss patterns used by teachers to 

initiate such methods into what remain predominantly traditional classrooms. 

Furthermore, I countered this criticism by recognizing the difficulty of obtaining useful 

and/or comprehensive information on collaborative groups, as this knowledge remains 

strewn across multiple disciplinary orientations. Thus, my frrst purpose in this thesis was 

to create a descriptive model to meet what I perceived a distinct instructional need. 

Specifically, I produced a model that visually related key elements at work in 

collaborative writing teams. Also, in accompanying text, I explained each component in 

terms of applicable research from several different fields. Ideally, I hoped that this 

model and its accompanying text would assist instructors in developing a more adequate 

knowledge base to support their use of collaborative methodologies. 

In Chapter II, I introduced the frrst half of the model, identified as "Input 

Variables." Each of the variables contained in this sub sphere represented a 

pre-interactive condition capable of influencing future group activity; such conditions 

could be singularly attributed to either situational or individual origins. Situational 

influences included factors such as task structure, group size, reward structure, and 

classroom power bases, which together formed the "environment" for group activity. 
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Individual influences included the personalities, task representations, and resources 

brought into the group by members; these influences comprised the "substance" from 

which group life would evolve. 

In Chapter III, I added the second half of the model, entitled "Process Variables." 

These variables focused upon the characteristic needs of task-oriented groups as well as 

the processes undertaken by groups to meet those needs. Process components included 

two categories, functional needs and developmental phases, both of which contained 

components that developed and existed only during the communicative exchanges of 

group members. In other words, these components, unlike input variables, had no 

pre-interactive reality outside of group life. They represented "group" characteristics 

formed at the first meeting and maintained by all subsequent interactions. "Functional 

Needs" related to leadership emergence and task and socioemotional role development 

among members. "Developmental Phases" referred to the group's progression through 

coherent periods of activity (phases) and the norm structuration process which produced 

such maturation and change. 

Together, input variables and process variables describe the major influences, 

needs, and activities of functional group work. Also, they represent the two major 

divisions of the descriptive model proposed by this thesis. Chapters II and III detail this 

model and, in so doing, accomplish my primary purpose to assimilate and visually relate 

a vast body of research on collaborative groups for composition specialists. 

However, in addition to compiling an introductory review of research, I have a 

secondary purpose that has yet to be fulfilled: to translate this research into specific 

pedagogical suggestions. Thus, Chapter IV will be confmed to this secondary purpose. 
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Specifically, I would like to address several matters introduced in Chapters II and III 

relating to practical implications of discussed research conclusions. After all, while 

background information provides instructors with a more knowledgeable perspective to 

approach the whole realm of collaborative writing, it does not automatically translate into 

practical methods for implementing collaborative activities in the classroom. Thus, in 

Chapter IV, I will discuss three important pedagogical concerns for teachers using 

writing groups. Specifically, I will offer suggestions for forming, training, and 

monitoring student writing groups. 

4.1 Forming Writing Groups 

4.1.1 Creating Effective Task Structures 

In Chapter II, I described several pre-interactive factors that teachers should 

consider when preparing collaborative activities. In general, these factors relate either to 

the environment surrounding group interaction or to the members comprising an 

individual group. Both sets of factors distinctly affect future group development and 

performance, and they represent two of the most accessible entry points for instructors to 

promote positive group experiences. 

With regard to environment, the most important determinant of group success or 

failure is the operative task structure. Research suggests that task structure may account 

for up to 50% of the variance in "interaction patterns" leading to effective or ineffective 

task performance (Poole 207). In other words, the structure of an assigned task critically 

affects the way group members relate to one another and the manner in which they 

collectively approach their writing task. Not only do task structures dictate appropriate 
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group sizes and reward systems, they also determine whether group members will relate 

competitively or cooperatively when approaching task functions. 1 

When designing collaborative writing projects, instructors should consider what 

sort of task structure they are preparing to implement. Effective task structures lay firm 

foundations for positive group development and success. Moreover, effective structures 

will include some or all of the following qualifications. First, these task structures will 

involve enough difficulty to necessitate group interaction (Ede and Lunsford, Singular 

Texts 123-124). Too often, teachers assign projects that do not require the full 

participation of each member; the project could really be completed by one hardworking 

individual, and sometimes is. Therefore, writing projects should require a sufficient 

degree of textual development, both in terms of length and complexity, to challenge 

group members to work together and accomplish something they absolutely cannot 

achieve individually. 

Second, effective task structures will include "complex, evaluative" tasks that 

promote interaction and ideational negotiation among group members.2 Specifically, 

such assignments will be flexible enough to allow for more than one right "product." 

Teachers should establish basic guidelines, but they should try to leave students as much 

room as possible for each group to interpret and respond to the task in its own unique 

way. Allowing groups to "move around" within an assigned task structure provides them 

with a sense of autonomy which Anne Ruggles Gere proclaims is critical to the 

development of writing groups ( 1 00). In essence, flexible task structures demand that 

group members actively defme and pursue their own learning objectives, rather than 

simply "write to the teacher." 
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Finally, effective task structures will culminate in collective evaluation. As 

discussed at length in Chapter One ("Reward Structure"), cooperative reward structures, 

in which all group members receive the same grade for their collaborative document, 

promote "more communicative behavior, more helping behavior, and higher overall 

achievement in learning groups. "3 Although the concept of group grades significant! y 

deposes traditional notions of assessment, the research is clear that student groups will 

not fully coalesce into effective working units unless outside authorities, both the 

instructor and the institution, are willing to recognize and reward them collectively. 

Therefore, teachers who sincerely want to use collaborative pedagogies must "bite the 

bullet" and legitimize their task structures with appropriate group-level grading 

procedures. 

Thus, before moving on to actually forming student groups, instructors should 

make sure their task structure meets the qualifications for effectiveness. Asking 

questions such as the following will help teachers determine the efficacy of their 

collaborative assignment: 

1. Is the assignment difficult enough to warrant group effort? 
2. Does the assignment encourage group members to verbally negotiate ideas? 
3. Does my evaluative procedure for this assignment promote cooperation among 

group members, encouraging them to "stand or fall together," or does it suggest 
that individuals within the group must compete for limited gains? 

4. Does the task structure create a favorable "environment" for groups to develop 
and succeed? 

When a task structure has been adjusted to meet these qualifications, instructors can 

move on to the next formative step, assigning student groups. 
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4.1.2 Assigning Student Groups 

In Chapter II, I discussed "individual factors" which affect student performance in 

task-oriented and learning groups including personality characteristics, 

ability-leveVresources, and individual task representations (see Appendix A: Descriptive 

Model). When assigning student groups, instructors should attempt to effectively 

distribute these qualities among writing teams. Additionally, I suggested several means 

for collecting information regarding individual factors; I will now elaborate on such 

measures as well as how to interpret and apply collected information. 

First, however, I would like to reiterate several characteristics which teachers 

should target as particularly important. Discussed at length in Chapter II, important 

personality characteristics include the following: gender, race, extrovert/introvert, 

thinking style, and ideology. Obviously, characteristics such as gender and race may be 

observed and do not necessarily require specific measuring tactics. After all, the goal of 

gender and racial considerations is primarily to avoid placing individuals (females or 

racial minorities) in "low status" positions within a group that is predominantly white or 

male. 4 Thus, instructors do not need to know the specific racial or national origins of 

students in order to place them effectively--only that the students classify as "minorities." 

Furthermore, the type of task facing a group will mediate the extent to which 

student ideologies affect group interaction and need to be considered in formative 

decisions. If the writing task requires group consensus on sensitive issues involving 

moral or value judgments, then individual ideologies should be measured and primarily 

considered when forming groups. As noted in Chapter II, establishing some ideological 

homogeneity in groups will allow members to forego the difficult and often unsuccessful 
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process of reconciling highly disparate beliefs. While full homogeneity can stunt group 

growth and even lead members to engage in "groupthink," some homogeneity will 

benefit group interaction. Under "normal" conditions, however, involving writing tasks 

that do not require members to agree on highly personal beliefs, differences in 

ideological orientations will only strengthen the negotiative interaction of group 

members. Specifically, such disparate ideologies expose students to new possibilities for 

solving task-related problems. In such "normal" conditions, teachers do not need to 

consider ideology when forming groups: the more variance in beliefs the better. Thus, 

ideological considerations depend upon the subjective content and task directives of 

individual assignments. 

Finally, extrovert/introvert and thinking style remain the only two personality 

characteristics requiring specific measuring tactics. Furthermore, these two 

characteristics significantly affect group interaction and represent critical formative 

concerns. First, measures of extroversion/introversion assist instructors in identifying 

and disbursing potential group leaders. Traditionally, extroverted students emerge as 

group leaders while introverted students act as followers. 5 Second, thinking styles affect 

the way group members approach assigned tasks and communicate with one another. G. 

Douglas Meyers identifies five types of thinking styles and suggests that some 

homogeneity among members' conceptual preferences will benefit group productivity 

(19). Again, some diversity among thinking styles, like ideology, can provide the group 

with necessary discordance leading members to better evaluate both group biases and 

solution alternatives. However, too much diversity in thinking styles will inhibit group 

communication as members struggle to overcome fundamental differences in perspective. 
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Instructors may obtain information regarding extroversion/introversion and 

thinking styles in one of several ways. First, they may administer personality tests, such 

as the Meyers-Briggs assessment, to all students at the beginning of the semester. While 

such established examinations offer instructors great insight into the personal 

idiosyncrasies of students, these assessments are often difficult to work with and require 

special knowledge to interpret. Furthermore, these tests take valuable class time to 

administer and solicit much more information than necessary for forming collaborative 

writing teams. Thus, instructors may elect to follow a simpler procedure and create their 

own brief questionnaire. Such questionnaires take less time to administer and interpret 

because they solicit only information regarding extroversion/introversion, thinking style, 

and whatever other personality characteristics an instructor deems pertinent to a 

particular group assignment (i.e., ideology). 

When designing a questionnaire, the following guidelines may prove helpful. 

First, instructors should attempt to make their prompts as specific as possible. 

Interpreting and applying results is a difficult enough process without having to sort 

through wordy answers. Ideally, prompts should be formulated such that answers take 

the form of either/or choices, as in the following: "Do you consider yourself primarily a 

leader or a follower in group activities? Leader---Follower (circle one)." Second, rather 

than confuse students with unfamiliar terminology like extroversion/introversion or 

thinking style, instructors should translate their informative requests into prompts the 

students can understand. 
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The following list provides examples of effective prompts: 

I. Do you tend to talk most in group situations or one-on-one situations? 

Group--One-on-One 

2. When participating in a group, do you think it is more important that the group 

succeeds in its task or that the members get along well? Succeeds in 

task--Members get along 

3. Do you enjoy "being in charge of things" or would you rather "lay low and just 

do your part"? Be in charge--Lay low 

4. Are you more of an organized person or a spontaneous person? 

Organized--Spontaneous 

5. Are you more of an idealist (the cup is half-full) or a realist (the cup is 

half-empty)? Idealist--Realist 

6. When facing a proble~ do you like to break the problem down and look at every 

angle, or would you rather just approach it all on at once? Break it 

down--Approach it all at once 

Obviously, this list is not comprehensive but merely represents a sampling of the types of 

prompts that work well for obtaining personality information. 

Finally, instructors should limit their prompts to include only those questions 

which solicit essential information. While it would be nice to consider a whole range of 

personality characteristics when forming groups, such a task is more time-consuming and 

difficult than most instructors can afford. Thus, a few well-phrased prompts will provide 

all the information that is needed for placement purposes in a manageable for. 
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In addition to questionnaires, instructors may obtain a great amount of personality 

information from class observation. During the first few weeks of class, instructors may 

assign short collaborative activities in order to observe student behavior. Such 

observation can provide valuable insight into the habitual roles and interpersonal 

strengths and weaknesses of individual students. Recording brief observations for each 

student across several activities will allow instructors to make certain predictions 

regarding how that student will behave in later, more formal, collaborative organizations. 

Also, practice collaborative sessions provide the instructor with valuable information 

concerning which clusters of students seem to work well together. One word of caution, 

however: students should be observed in several different activities and clusters in order 

to ascertain, with any measure of reliability, their habitual role preferences and 

interpersonal skills. Individuals act differently in different groups; just because Joe 

emerges as a task leader in one group, his instructor should not automatically assume that 

he will play the same role when combined with other students. Thus, teachers should use 

caution when making predictions about student behavior and rely only on individual 

behaviors that have been consistently noted across several group mediums. 

Aside from personality characteristics, teachers should also collect information 

about students' task-related resources and writing abilities when forming collaborative 

groups. Task-related resources include both previous experiences and access to 

knowledge sources for a given topic. In other words, the task structure of a collaborative 

assignment will require certain knowledge to complete--knowledge related both to the 

group's writing processes and to the particular topic of assigned documents. Generally, 

some students will have more experience with, and hence more knowledge of, particular 
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topics than other students in the class. For instance, computer science majors will have 

both more experience with and more access to knowledge about computer languages than 

will students with non-computer science majors. If a task structure dictates writing about 

computer languages, then the instructor should distribute computer science majors among 

all groups in order to balance the task-related resources of each group. Specifically, 

teachers should try to ensure that each group possesses an adequate amount of 

task-related resources to successfully complete the writing assignment. 

Instructors may obtain information regarding task-related resources, like 

personality characteristics, through questionnaires. In fact, resource questions may be 

added to personality assessments in order to cut down the paper load of both teachers and 

students. Questions about students' majors, minors, and applicable experiences (i.e., with 

computer programming) will suffice to give teachers all the information they need to 

effectively distribute students with exceptionally high or low task-related knowledge. 

Finally, teachers should consider the writing abilities of their students when 

forming collaborative groups, that is, teachers should determine whether students rank 

high, medium, or low in their level of writing ability. As detailed in Chapter II, research 

indicates that certain ability-level groupings will be more effective than others for 

promoting positive group experiences and task accomplishment. Furthermore, Noreen 

Webb explains that the most effective group organizations will involve either high-low 

ability heterogeneous groups with medium ability students separately grouped 

homogenously, or high-medium ability and medium-low ability heterogeneous 

groupings.6 Teachers may determine ability level from scores on entrance exams (such 

as the S.A.T. or the A.C.T.), departmental diagnostic essays, or brief writing assignments 
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given by the instructor. Whether an instructor opts for high-low heterogeneous and 

medium homogenous, or high-medium and medium-low heterogeneous groupings is 

purely up to individual preference. However, one method or the other should be 

instigated rather than mixing all ability-levels to the detriment of certain students. 

In summary, there are numerous individual factors which instructors should 

consider when forming collaborative writing teams. These factors include personality 

characteristics, task-related resources, and writing abilities of individual students. 

Collecting necessary information regarding personality and task-related skills may be 

achieved through standardized tests, such as the Meyers-Briggs assessment, or by 

individually prepared questionnaires. Additionally, class observations will provide 

significant insight into the habitual role preferences and interpersonal skills of students. 

Finally, writing ability may be determined through entrance exams, departmental 

diagnostic essays, or short writing assignments. Once this information has been 

collected, teachers may begin to interpret and apply this knowledge to form effective 

groups. 

Certainly, it is not possible to consider every factor equally nor is it possible to 

create "perfect" groups in which students complement each other regarding every detail. 

In fact, forming effective groups will often require instructors to make difficult 

judgments regarding the relative weight of various individual factors, and unfortunately, 

no consistent research exists (on the interactive influence of these factors) to help 

teachers make such determinations. Teachers may fmd themselves caught in a struggle 

to rank conflicting factors or to decide what to do with those students who do not seem to 

fit in anywhere. While it may not be possible to look to research for a specific formula, 
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in which we simply "plug in" collected characteristics and generate decisive placement 

results, it is possible to prefer certain individual factors, and, in so doing, equip groups 

with the essentials for success. 

For example, Chapter III discussed the importance of fostering emergent leaders 

in groups, without which groups absolutely cannot function. At the same time, groups 

containing "too many chiefs" will be riddled with overbearing amounts of procedural 

conflict as potential leaders vie for power and position within the group. Thus, one of 

the premier concerns for instructors should be to balance the number of extroverted and 

introverted students, or the number of leaders and followers, to "set the stage" for 

positive group development. Furthermore, research indicates that female and minority 

students require some special status, whether in number or knowledge (i.e. highest 

relative writing ability), to perform effectively in collaborative situations. Instructors 

should attempt to group female and minority students in such a way that this special 

status is provided. Also, research suggests that collaborative writing groups must have 

sufficient skills and task-related resources to fulfill assigned requirements. Without 

sufficient skills, in the combined resources of its members, a group cannot fulfill task 

and/or writing directives. Besides, the whole purpose of collaborative writing 

pedagogies exists to further the development of writing skills in students. Therefore, 

when forming groups, instructors should give special attention to the ability-level 

combinations of the students they are grouping. 

Each of these derived assumptions represents guidelines for instructors struggling 

to interpret the extensive and often contradictory information collected from personality 

and task-related assessments. Again, research remains unclear, and sometimes does not 
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exist, in terms of ranking individual influences as more or less important to group 

development. Perhaps future investigations will shed more defmitive light on this area; 

for now, however, instructors must "feel their way" to some extent. Based upon my own 

investigations and classroom experiences, I suggest the following tentative order of 

operations for applying collected data to the formation of effective writing teams: 

1. First, determine your potentia/leaders (students ranking high on measures of 

extroversion). If possible, divide these leaders into task and socioemotional 

leaders. Then, disburse these leaders equally among all groups; try to assign at 

least one task and one socioemotionalleader to each group. If "extra" leaders 

exist, place them in groups where you are most uncertain of previously assigned 

leaders' emergent capabilities. In other words, provide extra leadership support to 

groups who you suspect, for one reason or another, may struggle in this area. 

2. Then, look at the gender and racial compositions of the forming groups. Each 

group at this point should only have two or three members (and I am assuming 

for present purposes that groups of four or five are desired). If a group contains 

only one female or one minority student, look for at least one other "companion" 

for the isolated student( s). Providing at least one other comparable minority, 

females with females or racial minorities with racial minorities (preferably 

African-American with African-American, Hispanic with Hispanic, etc), will 

decrease the "low status" effect causing these group members to drop out of 

interaction. 

3. Next, assess the mixture of writing ability-levels at work in the forming groups 

(which are likely to consist of three to four members now). Particularly, look for 
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medium ability students who may be combined with both high and low ability 

counterparts. These medium ability students should be moved if possible to more 

favorable conditions. Also, try to establish a balance of ability levels in all 

heterogeneous groups~ for example, add at least one more high ability student to a 

group containing one high and two low ability students so that the group will be 

evenly balanced. 

4. Then, review the majors, minors, and experiences of students to determine if all 

groups possess an adequate measure of task-related resources to complete the 

collaborative assignment. If any group appears to have disproportionately more 

or less task-related resources among the combined skills of its members, the 

instructor should attempt to adjust group membership and reconcile these 

discrepancies, but only if such changes may be undertaken without significantly 

disrupting earlier balances. 

5. Finally, place remaining students in groups where they are most compatible in 

terms of thinking style and ideology. Particularly unique students, who do not 

seem to fit anywhere too comfortably, should be placed in those groups which the 

instructor feels will be strongest and most able to adjust to varied member needs. 

Again, these operative guidelines merely reflect my own experiential understanding. 

Until further research has been conducted, each instructor must develop and rely upon 

her own formative assumptions as she gains experience working with collaborative 

pedagogics. 

In conclusion, forming effective writing groups represents a difficult and 

time-consuming process. Not only must information be collected from each student, but 
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this information must be interpreted and applied beneficially. Furthermore, such 

application cannot always be guided by consistent research fmdings but may have to be 

undertaken in the trial-and-error fashion that characterizes the development of much 

composition pedagogy. Often, the going is tough and slow. However, as stressed 

throughout Chapter II, careful preparation is essential to successful collaborative efforts. 

Time spent analyzing student data and forming effective groups will not be wasted. 

Rather, teachers will realize the fruits of these efforts in successful writing teams that 

provide invaluable learning experiences for their members. 

Since the process of forming groups requires a great amount of effort, thought, 

and time, it is not an endeavor that should be repeated frequently--both for the sake of 

the instructor and the students. As mentioned in Chapter III ("Cohesiveness"), certain 

group processes, such as leadership emergence and cohesiveness, take time to develop in 

collaborative groups. Most researchers suggest leaving student groups together anywhere 

from three weeks to an entire semester. Obviously, the specific length of time groups 

remain together will depend upon the designs of particular instructors and syllabi. 

However, all groups should remain together for at least three or four sessions in order to 

obtain the full benefit of this instructional device. 

Forming effective groups will establish favorable preconditions for positive 

group development and, thus, represents a primary opportunity for instructors to promote 

the success of collaborative pedagogies. However, this is only one of several means that 

instructors can engage in promotive activities. A second preparatory activity involves 

training group members to interact effectively within established writing teams. In the 

next section, I will discuss several issues related to training programs. 
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4.2 Training Group Members 

Throughout this investigation, I have incorporated research from many different 

disciplines. One of the most surprising insights I have gained is the consistency with 

which researchers from various academic orientations advocate preparatory training to 

strengthen collaborative activities. 7 This insight surprises me for several reasons. 

First, few conclusions have received such unanimous support in research on 

collaboration. The effects of preparatory training on group interaction have been studied 

using both empirical and descriptive methodologies; results from these investigations 

consistently validate the use of training programs to encourage superior group 

performance. For instance, Hall and Williams report from their empirical study that 

"trained groups consistently performed more effectively than untrained groups on 

measures of decision quality, utilization of superior resources, and creativity" (39). 

Furthermore, Mary Lay and William Karis suggest that skills training allows 

collaborative efforts "to be streamlined and made more effective" ( 6), and Spear proposes 

that training helps students "perceive strengths and weaknesses in their interaction ... [so] 

their experience changes from a loose collection of unrelated phenomena to a 

thematically coherent web in which events are meaningfully connected" (27). Training 

programs assist students in understanding and participating in group writing activities by 

providing members with the appropriate language and tools to interact across an 

unfamiliar medium. As Spear notes, "Like writing, group interaction suffers when 

members fail to realize the complexity of the medium" (27); training can alert students to 

such complexity and prepare them to operate successfully within the group. Clearly, the 

benefits of preparatory training justify its use. 
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Unfortunately, my experiences suggest that most practitioners do not incorporate 

training programs into their repertoire of collaborative pedagogies. Whether 

practitioners remain unaware of this research or simply reject it, their neglect to train 

students to interact effectively may explain one reason collaborative assignments do not 

always produce positive results. In other words, as John Trimbur states, "Expecting 

students to give effective feedback and to work collaboratively without careful training is 

unrealistic" ("Collaborative Learning" 1 02). Furthermore, Spear suggests that, without 

training, "students' inexperience with collaborative relationships" will cause them to 

struggle in group activities and resort to surface-level (grammatical) concerns rather than 

more substantive textual matters (57). Thus, it is not students' inexperience with text but 

their inexperience with collaboration that causes some groups to produce low quality 

documents. Instructors can not assume that students, brought up in traditional academic 

settings, will possess a sufficient knowledge of group processes to perform effectively in 

collaborative situations. Training is essential to equip students with appropriate 

knowledge to undergird collaborative writing activities. Thus, teachers who simply 

instruct their students to shuffie chairs and begin work should not be surprised when 

those groups fail to interact beneficially. 

On the other hand, before crucifying innocent instructors, let us take another look 

at the research on preparatory training. While this research provides an impressive 

defense for the use of training methods, it offers very little substantive information 

regarding what a training program should consist of or how such a program should be 

conducted. In fact, Spear's Sharing Writing represents the only concerted attempt, in 

recent years, to outline the elements and methods of a "proper" training program. Other 
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researchers have mentioned either content or methods in passing, but none have 

dedicated the time and effort that Spear has to developing a comprehensive program. 

However, Spear focuses explicitly on the concerns of response groups, not collaborative 

writing groups; thus, the value of her suggestions remains somewhat limited for 

instructors using full-fledged collaboration. In particular, Spear does not cover all of the 

concerns of collaborative groups. Thus, while her study includes much information 

useful to instructors using any type of classroom group, it does not provide, nor propose 

to, a complete picture of student collaborators' training needs. 

In essence, then, a training program for collaborative writing groups has yet to be 

developed. In the following paragraphs, I will attempt to propose one. In so doing, I 

will draw upon research conclusions from several disciplines, translating those 

conclusions into practical suggestions regarding content and methods for preparatory 

training. 

4.2.1 Training Programs--Content 

Research indicates that students require training in both writing processes and 

interpersonal skills to perform effectively in collaborative groups. 8 In other words, 

students must have a fundamental knowledge of procedures for both writing and 

interacting in order to participate profitably in group writing experiences. Insufficient 

understanding in either area will negatively affect individual performance as well as 

group outcomes. In the following paragraphs, I will separately describe each of these 

instructional needs. 
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4.2.1.1 Training in Writing Processes 

First, training in writing processes represents a primary concern of preparation. 

Since instruction in writing encompasses a major part of composition research and 

practice, I will not presume to detail one particular methodology for accomplishing this 

end. Many different approaches will provide students with a background in process 

writing to undergird their collaborative production, and instructors should select 

whichever method they p~efer. Thus, I do not intend to assign preference to one 

pedagogy over another, but I would like to specify a few general emphases that should be 

included in training programs designed to prepare students for collaborative writing. 

In essence, these training programs should focus upon writing as process and 

include instruction in all three stages of invention, drafting, and revision. Such training 

should emphasize the recursiveness of writing as a decision-making process which 

writers utilize to create, evaluate, and refme ideas. Specifically, this training should 

encourage students to become more self-conscious of their own writing choices as they 

move from invention to revision. In other words, preparing students to write effectively 

in groups initially involves making them aware of their own writing habits. 

Helping students develop an awareness of their own writing practices may 

involve instructing them in the use of heuristics, particularly guides for invention and 

revision such as the classical topoi, the Burkean pentad, or the tagmemic matrix. 

Heuristics assist students in several ways. First, heuristics help students externalize 

mental processes connected with writing so those processes may be examined and 

improved. Specifically, heuristics encourage students to develop systematic procedures 

for dealing with various writing tasks involved in the production of text. By systematic, 
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I do not mean to imply that students should adopt rigidly defmed procedures for writing, 

as many "think frrst, then write" pedagogies suggest. However, composition instruction 

should encourage students to develop a repertoire of writing methods which they may use 

discriminately as particular situations dictate. For instance, invention strategies, like 

clustering or looping, help students both generate and associate alternative solutions for a 

given writing task. Likewise, revision heuristics assist students in approaching revision 

systematically, beginning with global concerns, such as organization or thesis 

development, and then progressing to more localized concerns, such as paragraph- or 

sentence-level matters. Heuristic devices promote a self-consciousness and control over 

writing choices that benefit both individual and group writing processes. 

Second, heuristics provide students with a language for discussing writing. 

Without such language, students flounder in their attempts to critically assess text, either 

their own documents or others. Heuristics help students identify significant elements in 

writing to guide their discussion and evaluation. As concerns collaborative writing, this 

benefit of heuristic procedures represents their greatest value. In teaching students how 

to talk about writing, through one of a number of dialectical guides such as Burke's 

pentad or tagmemics, heuristics create a linguistic foundation for writing collaboration. 

Particularly, these devices provide students with a voice to articulate their perspectives 

and opinions on writing: in essence, to negotiate text. Until students can effectively 

identify and discuss significant textual matters, their collaboration will not achieve its 

full potential. Heuristic devices can encourage the development of these essential skills. 

In addition to providing them with greater self-consciousness in their writing and 

a critical vocabulary to discuss writing, composition training should prepare students to 
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adapt individual writing practices to group needs and assignments. Simply put, training 

must prepare students to share textual authority, an often unfamiliar and uncomfortable 

procedure. In my experiences, helping students learn to share textual authority represents 

one of the greatest hurdles instructors must overcome. Careful group assignment will 

help remedy this difficulty, but only training will truly solve it. Students must be 

informed of differences between individual and group writing processes so they do not 

approach collaborative assignments with unrealistic expectations that others will write as 

they do. Furthermore, teachers must train students to discuss issues of authority openly 

so that group members can articulate and resolve their frustrations and fears. Ede and 

Lunsford report that the extent to which students share a common understanding 

regarding "individual control over texts, how credit will be given, and how writers will 

respond to modifications to their texts" distinctly influences "the success and satisfaction 

of collaborative writing groups" ("Why Write" 75). Finally, instructors must train 

students to accept constructive criticism from their peers. For collaborative writing to 

work effectively, students must learn to let down their defenses regarding individual 

ideas and text, realizing that constructive criticism does not equal personal attack. 

Sharing textual authority does not have to be a traumatic experience if students have been 

properly prepared to reconcile differences among individual writing practices, to 

establish guidelines for authoritative decision-making, and to accept constructive 

criticism without becoming personally offended. 

In summary, any number of process-oriented pedagogies will suffice to provide 

students with a foundational understanding of writing to guide collaborative interaction. 

Whatever method a teacher decides to use, he should make sure that certain emphases are 
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included. Specifically, composition training should assist students in developing a 

greater awareness and control over their own writing choices~ a language for discussing 

and evaluating significant aspects of writing~ and an understanding of the unique 

dynamics of shared authority in collaborative documents. With preparation and a little 

encouragement, students will learn to perform effectively on group writing assignments. 

4.2.1.2 Training in interpersonal skills 

In addition to training in writing processes, students also need instruction in 

interpersonal skills to become effective collaborators. As stated in Chapter III, all group 

life develops in the communicative exchanges of its members. Thus, members must be 

able to communicate with each other or group life and production will not proceed. 

Therefore, interpersonal skills training represents a critical step in the preparation of 

collaborative writing groups, unfortunately one that is overlooked by many instructors. 

Basically, students require training in two areas of interpersonal skills: first, in what 

Spear calls "listening and responding" skills ( 132), and second, in conflict management. 9 

I will detail each of these areas as follows. 

Listening and responding skills refer to students' ability to give and receive 

information through verbal communication. A. S. Bednar and R. J. Olney report that 

college graduates suffer from distinct communication problems that inhibit information 

exchange; the researchers cite the top three problem areas among graduates as follows: 

"poor listening, lack of conciseness, and poor feedback" (22-23). Their study indicates 

that students lack effective interpersonal skills--a deficiency that will inevitably carry 

over into collaborative interaction. Furthermore, if such deficiencies were observed in 
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graduates, then teachers should assume an even greater prevalence of similar struggles 

among their undergraduate writers. Thus, teachers should allocate time for skills training 

before expecting students to exercise communicative proficiency in collaborative 

settings. 

But what should such training consist of? After all, interpersonal skills 

encompass a wide variety of relational and communicative attributes that most of us 

spend our whole lives developing. Certainly teachers cannot be expected to transform 

students into effective communicators in one or two training sessions. For the purposes 

of collaborative writing, teachers should simply provide students with basic skills for 

exchanging information about writing--in short, the ability to listen and respond to others 

in their immediate writing cluster. In the long run, of course, even such introductory 

training will carry over into other aspects of students' lives, helping them communicate 

with others more successfully in both speech and writing. 

Teaching students how to listen and respond to one another effectively represents 

the first interpersonal focus of preparatory training. Spear identifies four processes 

associated with beneficial listening and responding behaviors. She represents these 

processes as a continuum of skills moving from least to most sophisticated in terms of 

developmental difficulty. These processes include attending, reflecting, drawing out, and 

connecting (132). 10 Students should receive instruction in all four processes in order to 

help them become better listeners and responders in group interaction. First, attending 

refers to a focal intensity identified by certain behaviors and body language that an 

individual performs deliberately to indicate listening. For instance, an individual may 

practice "attending" by nodding her head, maintaining eye contact, or leaning towards the 

127 



speaker. By performing these activities, she displays genuine interest and attention and, 

thus, encourages the speaker to continue. 

Second, reflecting involves paraphrasing segments of communication in order to 

ensure accuracy in verbal transmissions. When an individual "reflects," he acts as a 

mirror in which speakers may view both their communications and the way other 

members interpret those communications. Specifically, the reflecting individual restates 

the message so the speaker may either confirm a correct interpretation or clarify 

misunderstanding with additional commentary. A reflecting individual might begin as 

follows: "So what I hear you saying is that you think we need to collect more 

information, that our conclusions do not have enough support. Is that correct?" Then, 

the speaker would respond either positively, "Yes, that's correct," or negatively, "Not 

exactly, what I meant to suggest was ... ,"and clarify her meaning. 

Third, drawing out involves questioning a speaker to obtain more information 

about a stated topic or idea. When individuals "draw out" a speaker, they encourage her 

to expand, mentally and verbally, an idea proposed to the group. As a result, group 

members collect more information to help them decide among solution proposals; in 

short, additional information may expose flaws in weak proposals or point out strengths 

in high quality ones, either of which ultimately assists the group in producing more 

successful documents. Numerous studies in speech communications indicate that 

ambiguity represents a prevalent cause of ineffective decision-making in task-oriented 

groups. 11 In particular, research suggests that the discussions of ineffective groups are 

often marked by excessive ambiguity in solution proposals advocated by group members, 

in discursive commentary stated by group members about solution proposals, and in final 
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solutions adopted by the group. Furthermore, it appears that these groups do not 

understand how to draw out their members and move beyond surface-level 

communication. The skills involved in Spear's concept of drawing out allow group 

members to achieve both greater specificity and more thoroughness in their interaction. 

As a result, group communication and productivity is improved. 

Finally, connecting represents the most sophisticated "listening and responding" 

process of Spear's continuum, and perhaps the most important; this process involves 

identifying similarities and connections among various members' contributions. Group 

members practice connecting skills when they verbalize observed relations among ideas 

proposed in group interaction. For instance, one group member may state the following, 

"Hey, John's idea sort of goes along with what Jennie is saying. Perhaps if we put both 

of those ideas together, then our project would be more successful." Such a statement 

will often lead group members to reexamine ideas in a new way or to pursue a new line 

of thought altogether. In either case, connecting plays a vital role in decision-making 

because it helps group members discern patterns and meaning in their interaction. 

Furthermore, connecting helps groups focus and move toward task closure, whether such 

closure involves making a decision, necessary to continue group work, or completing the 

final product. 

Attending, reflecting, drawing out, and connecting comprise the essential 

listening and responding skills which group members need to communicate effectively in 

collaborative assignments. These skills not only encourage group members to respect the 

contributions of each writer, displaying appreciation with appropriate "attending" 

responses (i.e., nodding their heads, maintaining eye contact), but they also help students 
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interpret and apply those contributions toward group success. Moreover, listening and 

responding skills allow group members to engage in complex communicative activities 

that promote learning. In short, these skills equip them to collaborate in the fullest 

possible sense. 

However, even highly skilled communicators occasionally fmd themselves in 

conflict with one another. In fact, as discussed in Chapter III, conflict represents a 

natural and essential part of any collaborative endeavor. Substantive conflict leads 

groups to critically evaluate their choices and, often, to achieve creative insight not 

otherwise possible. Substantive conflict, conflict over issues and ideas related to a 

group's task, actually strengthens groups to perform more effectively. Unfortunately, 

substantive conflict represents only one of three types of conflict which commonly affect 

task-oriented groups. The other two types, procedural (conflicts involving how a group 

will carry out its task) and interpersonal (conflicts involving personality disputes between 

members), do not benefit group interaction but harm it. These types of conflict create 

dissension among group members and, in worst case scenarios, cripple productivity. 

While preparatory training will not eliminate either procedural or interpersonal conflict, 

it will provide members with positive means for identifying and dealing with these 

problems. Specifically, training will help group members develop effective techniques 

for conflict management. 

Conflict management training should include instruction in two areas: 

identification and resolution. In other words, students need to know, first, how to 

identify what type of conflict is affecting their group and, second, how to determine what 

resolution strategy will work best. Thus, training should begin by introducing students to 
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the three kinds of conflict which may affect their group: substantive, procedural, and 

interpersonal. Throughout this early training, instructors should repeatedly emphasize 

the positive role substantive conflict plays in interaction, so students do not develop the 

misconception that all conflict is bad. In addition, teachers should encourage group 

members, whenever possible, to keep conflict focused on "things" and not "people." In 

other words, even substantive conflict can become harmful if students mistakenly 

criticize individuals rather than ideas proposed by individuals. Groups need to learn to 

separate the two. For instance, David may have a legitimate criticism of Susan's idea to 

conclude the group's proposal with a quotation. However, if David merely states, "That's 

a stupid idea," he will hurt Susan's feelings and cause an unnecessary interpersonal 

conflict in the group. Instead, if David says, "Let's think about this. I'm not sure ending 

with a quotation is the best way to achieve the goals we set for this proposal. Maybe we 

should review those goals to refresh our memories," then Susan's self-esteem will be 

preserved with the same task-oriented result--a reevaluation of Susan's idea. Also, during 

early training, instructors should defme procedural and interpersonal conflict and explain 

their negative effects. Ultimately, students should learn to identify and distinguish 

among these types of conflict in sample group scenarios. 

Once teachers feel reasonably sure that students understand the three types of 

conflict, instructors may move on to resolution strategies. The important thing to 

remember at this stage of training is that group authority must be preserved, if at all 

possible, in any conflictive situation. In other words, training in resolution strategies 

should equip group members to work out their conflicts among themselves, or with the 

help of students from other groups, rather than coming to the teacher. As explained in 
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Chapter II ("Classroom Power Bases"), collaborative learning only "works" to the extent 

that teachers willingly give up their rights to exclusive power in the classroom. In fact, 

the whole point of collaborative pedagogies rests in the empowerment of students to 

control their own learning experiences. If teachers allow students to share control only 

when the going is good, but impose traditional dictates or pseudo-parental discipline 

when groups begin to struggle, they establish a dangerous double-standard. Furthermore, 

such teachers may rob groups of the most valuable learning experiences of all; conflict 

can be very instructive when it pushes students to resolve discrepancies between 

themselves and others or between past beliefs and new perspectives. 

I do not mean to suggest that teachers should tum a cold shoulder to struggling 

groups, forcing them to sink or swim on their own. On the contrary, instructors should 

always monitor their collaborative teams carefully and be prepared to step in at any 

moment when a group seems to be failing. I will discuss methods for monitoring groups 

in later sections of this chapter. For now, I merely want to encourage instructors to use 

discretion when intervening in group conflicts. If they have been trained properly, most 

groups will be able to resolve disputes on their own. 

Several different strategies will help groups resolve negative conflict and should 

be included in any comprehensive training program. First, group members may simply 

hold an open forum discussion to identify the source of the conflict and "talk it out" until 

some sort of consensus is achieved. Obviously, this method of conflict management 

represents the ideal for any disruptive situation. Second, if the group perceives that the 

conflict is too severe to be resolved consensually, group members may discuss the issues 

involved in the conflict, propose alternatives solutions, and conclude by voting, using 
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either open or closed ballot procedures. When all votes have been cast, an elected 

member reads the votes aloud and the group accepts the majority ruling. In either of 

these two resolution strategies, the group utilizes its own resources to work out its own 

conflicts. However, some conflicts may appear to group members too severe to be 

resolved without the mediation of outside authorities. In such cases, the group may elect 

a third resolution strategy. This strategy involves the appointment of one or more 

mediators to listen as group members present their discrepancies and to hand down a 

verdict. The group may ask other class members or the teacher to serve as mediator(s). 

Most importantly, it is the group's choice to accept mediation and thus, the power 

structures of the group remain intact. Finally, if conflict is severe enough, the group 

members may elect to disband and complete the project in smaller subgroups or 

individually. Although allowing groups to disband in the middle of a project translates 

into more work for the teacher, students should be allowed this option. In any 

instructional setting, student groups should never be forced to remain together when such 

interaction has proved fruitless, or even harmful, to the learning of individuals involved. 

Groups selecting this fmal option should be required to attempt other resolution strategies 

prior to disbanding; in other words, disbanding should always be viewed as a last result. 

Moreover, if instructors assign their groups carefully and train and monitor them well, 

few groups should ever deteriorate to such an irreversible degree of conflict. 

In summary, training in conflict management involves two areas of instruction: 

identification and resolution. Through training programs, instructors prepare students 

both to identify the types of conflict affecting their group and to determine an appropriate 

resolution strategy for existing problems. Training students to administer their own 
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conflict management helps preserve group authority, encouraging students to take active 

roles in their own learning experiences. 

In conclusion, students require training in both writing processes and 

interpersonal skills to perform as effective collaborators. In the previous sections, I have 

discussed specific needs that should be addressed by comprehensive training programs 

for collaborative writing groups. In the next section, I will propose several methods for 

training students in these content areas. 

4.2.2 Training Programs--Methods 

In the literature on collaborative writing groups, two distinct approaches exist 

regarding training methods. On the one hand, some researchers, such as Bogert and Butt, 

advocate the use of what they term "instrumented forms" to cope with regulatory needs 

of writing groups. I call this approach to training the "teacher-centered" approach. On 

the other hand, researchers Spear, Lay and Karis, and Duin propose the use of class 

discussions, observational activities, and practice activities to train students in necessary 

writing and interpersonal skills. I refer to the second approach as the "student-centered" 

approach. I will discuss each of these approaches, along with their relative strengths and 

weaknesses, in the following paragraphs. 

4.2.2.1 The Teacher-Centered Approach 

First, the teacher-centered approach involves the use of instrumented forms to 

guide group activity. According to Bogert and Butt, the concept of instrumented forms 

developed from the work of researchers Grove (1976) and Hall (1971) "who sought to 
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provide practitioners with tools for helping students develop self-awareness and insight 

into the dynamics of small group decision-making" (51). In practice, instrumented forms 

represent a series of documents prepared by the instructor to guide students through 

various group tasks. Instructors distribute these forms to students prior to group 

interaction and train members how to use the forms correctly. For instance, Bogert and 

Butt include the following forms in their "student packet": a meeting planning guide, a 

decision review checklist, and a post meeting reaction form--including both a "quick 

form" and a "team effectiveness critique" (51-52). 12 These documents serve as 

instruments for group members to streamline their interaction and productivity; in 

essence, the forms provide written directives, whether guidelines for conducting 

meetings or checklists for decision-making, to promote a more systematic approach to 

writing tasks. Specifically, Bogert and Butt suggest that instrumented forms encourage 

greater member involvement in both task and leadership activities, more unity among 

group members, and more successful conflict management (53). 

I refer to the use of instrumented forms as a teacher-centered approach because 

this training method allows instructors to maintain a great amount of control over writing 

groups. Teachers both prepare the forms and instruct students in their use. Certainly, 

implementing these forms will encourage groups to adopt more systematic procedures for 

meeting task demands, and in this sense, instrumented forms will benefit group 

interaction. Furthermore, instructors may prepare the forms well in advance of group 

activities or use the same forms in several different collaborative assignments. Thus, 

instrumented forms could decrease the extensive amount of preparation required by 

collaborative pedagogies--another favorable attribute. Finally, this method of 
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preparatory training limits its focus to instructing students in the use of prefabricated 

forms. In other words, this type of training bypasses instruction in writing and/or 

interpersonal processes, assuming those skills will be acquired as students utilize the 

forms in interaction. In short, this training method takes less time than student-centered 

methods. 

However, aside from benefits, the use of instrumented forms involves several 

negative side effects. First, instrumented forms can undermine group interaction by 

undermining the autonomy of individual groups. As discussed in Chapter II ("Classroom 

Power Bases"), groups must possess a significant degree of self-governing authority in 

order to develop fully and become productive organizations. Such self-government 

includes the right to determine their own methods for responding to writing tasks. By 

nature, instrumented forms define and limit group activity according to the dictates of the 

teacher who prepared them. Thus, these forms represent teacher-centered mandates 

introduced into group life. As long as students are required to follow and use these 

forms, instead of identifying their own procedural pathways, collaborative activity runs a 

high risk of degenerating into traditional teacher-student interaction. Specifically, groups 

will not act as groups but as clustered individuals writing to the teacher. In turn, groups 

will not develop into effective collaborations and their productivity will testify to this 

failure. 

In addition, instrumented forms do not prepare students for subsequent 

collaborative interaction in other classes or in the workplace. This effect is perhaps the 

more severe. Training students to use forms in collaboration only prepares them to use 

forms, not to collaborate. Because this type of training bypasses explicit instruction in 
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writing and interpersonal skills, it does not, in the long run, help students learn 

appropriate procedures for writing collaboratively. Students will not always have access 

to instrumented forms to guide their interaction. Thus, while this method may prepare 

students to perform effectively in an immediate task, it does not train them to become 

effective collaborators, in writing or otherwise. 

4.2.2.2 The Student-Centered Approach 

A second approach to preparatory training centers on students and uses a tripartite 

training system to prepare students for collaborative writing. Basically, this training 

method incorporates class discussions, observational activities, and practice activities to 

instruct students in writing and interpersonal processes related to collaboration. First, 

class discussions introduce students to new concepts. These discussions may be 

conducted in one of two ways depending on the instructor's goals. I alternate between 

the two at different training stages. First, instructors may lead whole class discussions to 

introduce targeted skills. For instance, instructors may use such discussions to introduce 

students to the four processes involved in listening and responding. Whole class 

discussions are particularly useful during early training stages when most students in the 

class are either unfamiliar with or unsure how to discuss a particular process or skill. 

Second, instructors may lead individual groups to discuss targeted skills at a more 

personal level. During small group discussions, teachers should encourage students to 

examine past practices, related to writing or interpersonal communication, and discuss 

individual strengths and weaknesses. These group discussions work well in later training 

stages to reinforce skill development and to encourage initial group bonding. 
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The second component of student-centered training involves observational 

activities.4 These activities focus primarily upon interpersonal skills, although, 

hypothetically, they could be adjusted to promote writing processes as well. In practice, 

observational activities direct students to look at the interactive behaviors of others in 

order to assess positive and negative effects of those behaviors. Specifically, observation 

reinforces instruction in listening and responding skills, as well as conflict management, 

by providing students with good and bad examples to imitate or avoid, respectively. 

Spear suggests that "subjects for observation vary widely" and may include 

family dialogue, conversations with friends, television talk shows, or panel discussions 

(121). Teachers may either bring taped conversations to the classroom for group 

discussion and analysis, or they may assign students to perform field analyses of 

interactions outside the classroom. In either case, instructors should provide students 

with prompts to focus the students' attention and encourage reflective thinking. For 

example, the following prompts encourage students to consider effective and ineffective 

listening: 

1. What do people do when they listen to one another? 
2. What do people do that shows they are listening closely? 
3. How do you know when they have heard and understood the message? 
4. What do people do that shows they are not listening closely? 
5. How do you know when they have not heard or understood the message? 
6. What is good listening? 
7. What is bad listening? 
8. For both speaker and listener, what are the difficulties and benefits of listening 

well?13 

Instructors may design similar prompts to target responding or conflict management 

skills. In conjunction with their observations, students should prepare short essays or 

memos responding to the given prompts. Furthermore, instructors may create related 
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observational activities to promote effective writing processes as well. The obvious 

difficulty rests in obtaining either taped sessions of collaborative writing groups or 

opportunities for students to watch "live" collaborative sessions. This represents a 

relatively minor problem, however, and one that should be conquerable in departments 

that regularly assign collaborative projects. 

The final component of student-centered training involves practice. Once 

instructors feel that students understand the concepts underlying targeted skills and can 

identify those skills readily in interaction, teachers should provide groups with 

opportunities to utilize their new resources. In particular, teachers should lead members 

to practice these skills in short group assignments that focus upon communication. For 

example, Spear describes several such exercises in Sharing Writing. One of these 

exercises involves having group members practice the skill of "drawing out" by selecting 

one group member that the others must "keep talking" for five minutes on any subject 

(125). In other words, members must create questions to spur elaboration from the 

elected "speaker." This exercise helps students learn to identify avenues for expansion in 

both speech and writing. 

Another practice exercise that may be used during this fmal training stage 

involves the skill of "connecting." In this exercise, students should begin by freely 

discussing an assigned topic, preferably something the students can relate to that is highly 

controversial. Then, beginning every three minutes and proceeding gradually to longer 

intervals, students should take turns summarizing their discussion. After several three, 

four, and five minutes intervals have passed, students should conclude their discussion by 

listing the types of connections used throughout their interaction to create coherency and 
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to allow for easy or difficult summarization. This exercise, like the one before it, 

encourages students to practice skills that will benefit both writing and interpersonal 

processes. 

Obviously, these two sample exercises merely scratch the surface of possible 

practice activities. What remains important is that instructors set aside time for students 

to practice their fledgling skills before launching them into graded assignments. Even 

though, through lecture, discussion, and observation, students have been thoroughly 

enlightened to appropriate group writing behaviors, instructors should not assume skill 

proficiency until the students themselves demonstrate the ability to apply that knowledge. 

Thus, all three training components--class discussions, observational activities and 

practice activities, must be used together to produce effective training results. 

Student-centered training may last anywhere from two to five class sessions 

depending upon how involved instructors want the collaboration to be and how 

knowledgeable the students about collaborative writing. However, as a general rule, one 

training session will not equip students with all they need, while six sessions may be a 

little much, causing the students to become bored and to wonder what all of this has to do 

with writing anyway. Thus, two to five sessions will suffice to meet most students' 

needs. 

Compared to teacher-centered methods, student-centered training takes much 

more time and preparation but produces longer-lasting results. Unlike instrumented 

forms, student-centered training does not usurp the autonomy of the group but actually 

enhances it by strengthening the skills of group members. Furthermore, student-centered 

training does not create an unrealistic dependency upon prefabricated documents and 
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guidelines for interaction. Instead, student-centered training equips members to perform 

effectively in many different collaborative situations; thus, this training method allows 

groups to maintain creative flexibility as they adjust to multiple task stimuli. Finally, 

student-centered training offers members instruction in skills they may carry over to 

other courses and work-related tasks. Unlike training in instrumented forms, which 

bypasses explicit instruction in writing and interpersonal processes, student-centered 

training seeks to help members understand, identify, and apply effective collaborative 

writing practices. In the long run, then, student-centered training offers more benefits to 

students than teacher-centered instruction. 

In conclusion, researchers in several disciplines have consistently acknowledged 

the need for preparatory training among student collaborators. As Grimm notes, "We 

can't tell students to work collaboratively, we have to show them how to do it and train 

them to do it well" (59). While many of these researchers have alluded to appropriate 

content or methodology for conducting such training, a comprehensive program for 

collaborative writing groups has yet to be developed. I propose that such a program 

should include instruction in both writing and interpersonal processes. Specifically, such 

training should help students develop a greater self-consciousness of and control over 

their writing, listening, responding, and conflict management practices. Furthermore, I 

describe two distinct methods that have been sporadically developed in practitioner 

literature to provide student training. These methods include a teacher-centered and a 

student-centered approach. While both methods contain strengths and weaknesses, the 

student-centered method offers more benefits and less liabilities overall. Thus, 

preparatory training should focus upon both writing and interpersonal concerns, 
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communicating those concerns to student collaborators through class discussions, 

observational activities, and practice activities. 

Additionally, preparatory training represents the second major entry point for 

instructors to promote effective collaboration in the classroom. Along with careful group 

formulation, training equips students to interact beneficially. In other words, training, 

like forming, establishes favorable preconditions for successful group experiences. 

However, neither of these endeavors guarantee future success. Thus, groups must be 

monitored throughout collaborative writing assignments. Monitoring duties should be 

shared by both instructors and group members to ensure the healthy development of 

writing groups. In the next section, I will discuss several issues related to group 

monitoring. Particularly, I will describe the benefits of monitoring for both students and 

teachers, and I will outline appropriate monitoring responsibilities for each. 

4.3 Monitoring Writing Groups 

Based upon her historical study of writing groups, Gere states that a consistent 

correlative of success in groups involves the amount of evaluative time "built into the life 

of the group" (112). In other words, her study indicates that healthy groups regularly 

engage in self-evaluation, or monitoring. Group monitoring produces several benefits for 

members. First, it allows members the opportunity to periodically realign themselves 

with stated goals. Often, during interaction, particularly when working on long or 

difficult assignments, group members lose sight of the direction and purposes of 

collaborative work. Regular evaluative sessions help members clarify and redefme task 

goals as the group moves through various developmental stages. Second, monitoring 
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encourages the group to continually reassess the efficacy of its task-related processes. 

Through monitoring, members may review their methods for attaining goals and abandon 

weak methods in favor of stronger or more practical ones. Finally, monitoring activities 

help maintain a positive socioemotional climate to support group activities. Without 

periodic opportunities for reflection, groups may become so focused upon task demands 

that they fail to meet the social and emotional needs of group members. As discussed in 

Chapter II, successful interaction requires that both task and socioemotional needs be 

met. Thus, monitoring plays a vital role in interaction by helping group members 

maintain a balanced perspective on their collaborative work. Evaluative sessions provide 

the sort of respite necessary for members to vent frustrations and needs that otherwise 

might build up into disruptive conflict. 

Aside from benefits to group members, monitoring represents an important 

concern for instructors as well. From an educational standpoint, monitoring assists 

teachers in evaluating the success of collaborative pedagogies and individual groups. 

Furthermore, as the instructor remains ultimately responsible for the effects of any 

learning method upon students, monitoring keeps teachers informed of individuals' 

progress and experiences. Specifically, monitoring alerts teachers to potential problems 

so they may assess appropriate instructional responses. 

Thus, monitoring performs important maintenance functions for instructional 

writing teams. However, there is an effective and an ineffective way to carry out 

monitoring duties. Not all monitoring practices will benefit group growth, particularly if 

those methods are awkwardly imposed upon group interaction. In short, monitoring 

responsibilities should be shared between teachers and students and must be organized so 
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they do not disrupt the normal procedures of group activity. In the following paragraphs, 

I will detail several effective monitoring methods as they apply to teachers and students, 

respectively. 

4.3.1 Teacher Responsibilities 

Wendy Bishop identifies four approaches which teachers may use to monitor 

classroom groups--monitoring "by sight, by sound, by direct contact, and by reviewing 

group or individual artifacts" (123). First, teachers may monitor their writing groups by 

observing class activities. This method represents the simplest and least disruptive form 

of instructional monitoring. As teachers move around the room, they may alternately 

observe individual groups and obtain a great deal of information regarding both task and 

socioemotional processes. For instance, instructors may observe the relative participation 

of each group member. In this manner, teachers can note which students are performing 

leadership functions in the group or which students, if any, are not "pulling their weight" 

in interaction, relying upon others to complete the task. Furthermore, instructors may 

observe the body language of students (i.e., expressions or posture) which may indicate 

struggle or dissatisfaction with group membership. Bishop recommends that teachers 

keep a record, such as a personal journal, of their observations so they may refer to these 

notes for later evaluation or follow-up. 

A second method involves monitoring by sound. Specifically, teachers may tape 

group sessions using either audio- or visual-recording equipment. George suggests that 

taping group sessions assists instructors in analyzing and evaluating the interactive 

processes at work in different groups. Additionally, she proposes that teachers may use 
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these recordings to help students improve their group's communication (324-325). In 

particular, she states that teachers may review these recordings with group members and 

discuss communicative strengths and weaknesses. Instructors may also use taped 

sessions to help groups understand and remedy unhealthy imbalances, between task or 

socioemotional concerns, in group life. Finally, George states that recording group 

sessions helps members retain more "specific material from group discussion" (325). By 

assigning students to review taped sessions, teachers can help members become more 

self-conscious of their own behaviors and the effects of those behaviors upon group 

interaction and/or productivity. While students may initially react with reservation to 

recording equipment, they should quickly grow accustomed to its presence. Hence, this 

monitoring method involves some disturbance of "normal" group activity but usually 

with only minimal and temporary effects. 

Next, monitoring by direct contact represents a third evaluative procedure that 

instructors may use. Bishop explains this type of monitoring as involving "visits to and 

participation in groups" (123). Certainly, this method represents a valuable tool for 

obtaining an insider's perspective on group activity to diagnose effective and ineffective 

processes. Furthermore, this method allows instructors to help groups improve their 

processes from the inside out. For instance, when participating in a group, teachers can 

model effective listening and responding practices for other members to emulate. 

Additionally, using this method, instructors can help groups resolve conflicts by acting as 

a neutral communication link between various factions. This method provides the 

greatest measure of direct contact for instructors to influence group development. 
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However, group participation also involves the greatest risks of any monitoring method 

for interrupting group activity. 

Participating in groups without disrupting group autonomy or role balances 

among members is tricky business. As Wiener explains, "A teacher joining a group can 

easily undennine.the development of that [group's] authority and ... confidence. All 

attention will tum to the teacher as the central figure in the learning process" (57-58). 

Teachers should remember that students trained under the auspices of traditional 

education will struggle to accept the instructor's new role in collaborative learning. For 

these students, a teacher's presence in group activity may be highly intimidating, causing 

members to retreat and wait for explicit directions. Nothing shuts off communication in 

a group so quickly as an instructor's sudden appearance. However, such negative 

reactions should not discourage instructors from joining groups; they should simply 

encourage teachers to use caution when entering groups and to practice discretion in both 

the amount and nature of their participation. For example, research indicates that 

teachers should avoid the common practice of group-hopping. Moving quickly in and 

out of group interaction will increase the disruptive effect of this monitoring method 

(Hare, 1976, 1982). If teachers want to join a group, they should participate for the 

duration of an entire session. In this manner, students will perceive the teacher more as a 

temporary group member than an outside authority interjecting imposed directives. 

Obviously, teachers should always answer students' questions, but they should refrain 

from giving unsolicited suggestions unless they have earned that right through 

participation as a group member. 
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The fmal evaluative method defmed by Bishop involves monitoring "by 

reviewing group or individual artifacts" (123). Artifacts include any type of 

documentation produced by group members in the course of a collaborative project. For 

instance, artifacts may include planning notes, progress reports, working drafts, revision 

summaries, or journal entries. The objective in this monitoring method is to recreate the 

life of the group through its paper trail. This method is particularly useful for fmal 

evaluation of group documents and processes. Through a sequential review of group 

documents, teachers may gain significant insight into the working relationships of group 

members as well as the governing task processes guiding their collaboration. Such 

document review does not disrupt group activities and, often, occurs after the group has 

moved on to other projects. Thus, teachers do not need to worry with precautions when 

implementing this monitoring procedure. 

In conclusion, Bishop defmes four approaches for teachers to use when 

monitoring writing groups; these methods include monitoring by sight, sound, direct 

contact, and reviewing group and individual documents. Each of these methods involves 

a different degree of disruption to group activity, ranging from no disruption--such as 

monitoring by reviewing documents--to possibly significant disruption--as with 

monitoring by direct contact. However, even methods involving a high potential for 

disruption may be used with discretion. Again, instructors should monitor groups 

throughout a collaborative assignment to ensure healthy development and to deflect 

negative conflict. To accomplish these goals, instructors may use any one method, or a 

combination of several methods, described above. However, teachers should remember 

that monitoring duties must be shared between instructors and students. Too much 
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regulatory intervention by teachers will stifle group development and inhibit learning. 

As Lay and Karis warn: 

The teacher can only do so much to encourage individual 
development in the peer group process. Direct intervention 
of the sort a technical writing manager might undertake 
may be pedagogically unwise since it can interfere with the 
peer groups' need to identify and solve group problems as 
part of their learning process. ( 191) 

Thus, teachers should allocate specific monitoring responsibilities to group members. In 

the following section, I will describe two such responsibilities. 

4.3.2 Student Responsibilities 

For educational writing groups, researchers and practitioners advocate two 

distinct approaches which students may use to monitor collaborative activities. These 

methods support group interaction by providing leadership and by encouraging members 

to reflect upon individual and group processes. Furthermore, documentation produced as 

a result of these methods represents a valuable resource for instructors to use when 

evaluating group outcomes. 

The frrst approach involves the use of "collaboration logs. "14 Collaboration logs 

are journals kept by each student throughout a group writing project. In these logs, 

students record information about group processes such as the following: number and 

length of meetings; established group goals; time spent on various writing activities; 

conflicts among members; decision-making procedures; task obstacles; or technologies 

used during production. The specific nature of process information simply depends upon 

an instructor's preferences and the task structure within which the students are working. 

148 



In addition to process information, students record their reactions to collaboration and its 

effects, positive or negative, upon their attitudes toward writing and writing practices. 

From these logs, instructors may obtain valuable insight into behind-the-scenes 

realities of group life. Often, students' entries will reveal surprising contrasts between 

observed interaction in class and outside working relationships. For instance, the student 

who appeared so diligent and prepared in class may have sloughed off his responsibilities 

during extracurricular meetings when he felt the teacher "wouldn't know." Furthermore, 

students may use log entries to communicate needs and struggles to instructors. In 

response, teachers may add comments to various entries, offering suggestions or 

encouragement. Through these exchanges with individual members, instructors can 

influence group development without overtly disrupting the group's sense of autonomy. 

Additionally, instructors may offer extra support to introverted or insecure members 

struggling to adapt to a group environment. Thus, instructors should collect 

collaboration logs weekly or biweekly in order to make the most of this monitoring 

approach. 

Variations on this approach include weekly questionnaires or progress reports. 15 

In any case, essential objectives and results remain the same. Collaboration logs 

encourage students to reflect upon their participation and experiences as group members. 

Also, these journals allow students to maintain personal communication links with 

instructors during group activities. Thus, collaboration logs promote self-consciousness 

within the group regarding its task and socioemotional processes and serve as 

trouble-shooting mechanisms if members perceive those processes are breaking down. 
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The second approach to student monitoring involves assigning specific roles to 

group members. These assigned roles have been identified in various studies as 

containing any or all of the following: elaborator, clarifier, gatekeeper, recorder, 

reporter, prompter, coordinator, observer, facilitator, monitor, historian, and general 

member.
16 

Obviously, considerable overlap exists among these studies. Complicating 

this overlap, researchers disagree whether all members should operate from assigned 

roles
17 

or merely one or two students perfonning specific functions within the group. 18 

Advocates of all member assignment propose that this method ensures equal participation 

by linking each role with specific responsibilities. Those opposed suggest that assigning 

such roles disrupts group development by imposing too many directives upon interaction 

which distracts members from focusing on more significant task concerns. 

Despite this discrepancy, the major thrust of research on member roles indicates 

that one or two assigned roles, alternately performed by each group member, will suffice 

to support leadership and monitoring activities in group interaction. In other words, 

these roles do not represent exclusive positions maintained by the same individual(s)~ 

rather, they represent functional responsibilities shared by each member in turn. 

Specifically, this research focuses upon the use of two roles to support group interaction: 

the coordinator and the monitor. 

First, the coordinator serves the group by "keeping meetings on track and 

coordinating paper flow between members" (Bogert and Butt 54). In other words, the 

coordinator acts as a project facilitator who schedules meetings, communicates deadlines, 

collects drafts, and represents the group in meetings with outsiders (i.e. the instructor). 

In essence, the coordinator oversees task-related communication between group members 
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and between the group and its environment. In a sense, then, the coordinator performs a 

leadership function. However, unlike task leaders, the coordinator's responsibilities 

mostly involve behind-the-scenes maintenance functions rather than providing overt 

direction to group activities. Certainly, the task leader and the coordinator may be 

centered in the same individual, but this is not necessarily so. 19 In fact, for this 

monitoring device to work most effectively and to have the greatest educational benefit 

for students, all members should take turns playing the coordinator. 

Second, the monitor serves as the group "caretaker, making sure each member 

gets time to respond to writing" (Bishop 123). Specifically, the monitor's duties include 

"watch[ing] the group's interaction, mak[ing] notes, and report[ing] to the group after a 

specific interval" (Spear 156). Reporting intervals may range anywhere from ten minutes 

to an entire session depending upon the group's needs. In their reports, monitors identify 

communicative strengths and weaknesses at work in interaction; often, their reports focus 

upon individuals' listening and responding practices as these skills affect group 

discussion. For instance, monitors may encourage members to practice more "drawing 

out" in order to explore solution proposals thoroughly before making decisions. In 

addition, monitors may suggest that group members recover discursive territory 

concerning a "good" idea that became lost in subsequent interaction. In this manner, 

monitors help clarify ideas by summarizing decisions which have been made and 

highlighting areas that remain unsettled (Lechner 12). Also, monitors may encourage shy 

members to participate more, or they may gently persuade talkative members to limit 

lengthy orations. In any case, a monitor's primary objective is to help members 

strengthen their interpersonal skills by coaching them from the sidelines. Just as coaches 
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observe games from the sidelines and offer support and advice based on their perceptions 

of "how things are going," monitors provide similar assistance to interacting members. 

Thus, for the most part, students playing monitor do not become engaged in group 

discussion. They observe, they take notes, they report. Again, each member should take 

turns performing the monitor's role; this role, like that of the coordinator, not only 

provides much needed assistance to writing groups, but it reinforces individual 

development of applicable interpersonal and writing skills. 

The rationale supporting the use of coordinators and monitors suggests that 

"students work more effectively with the awareness that there are certain positions to be 

played and that the goal is not to see how many individual comments can be made but to 

develop a coherent discussion" (Grimm 58). Additionally, Hebert believes that assigned 

roles will help group members "feel a sense of belonging to the group and to the activity" 

(26). Thus, these roles assist groups in developing continuity and coherency in their 

interaction. Like task and socioemotionalleaders, the coordinator and monitor support 

group interaction by strengthening the communicative exchanges upon which such 

interaction is built. While these roles may or may not coincide with emergent leadership 

patterns, their primary purpose remains similar: to promote effective interaction and 

productivity. Unlike leaders, however, assigned roles relate to maintenance functions, 

not directive functions. In short, leaders initiate and direct activity; coordinators and 

monitors ensure the activity's, and the group's, continuance. 

In conclusion, two distinct approaches exist for students to use when monitoring 

writing groups. These approaches include the use of collaboration logs and the use of 

assigned roles. Both of these methods encourage students to self-conscious! y reflect 
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upon group and individual processes used in interaction. Additionally, both methods 

serve to strengthen the interpersonal and writing skills of group members by coaching 

individual development through observation and practice. However, neither of these 

methods will work effectively unless students sufficiently understand the purpose and use 

of observational strategies. 

Thus, to perform their monitoring duties, students require training in observation. 

Jacko reports that "skilled observation does not usually emerge naturally in groups or in 

student writers"; therefore, instructors must help their students learn to observe and 

report on group activities in a beneficial manner. Specifically, student monitors, 

referring here to both assigned "monitors" and log writers, should learn to provide groups 

with "'feedback' on their performance, which allows for the 'self-correcting' of groups" 

(Bogert and Butt 52). Self-correction, after all, is the ultimate goal of student monitoring 

and, furthermore, collaborative learning. 

Preparatory training in writing and interpersonal skills will help students learn to 

give useful feedback. Not only will this training assist students in identifying effective 

and ineffective communicative practices, it will also provide them with a language to 

discuss improvement strategies with members who need help. In essence, training, as 

described earlier in this chapter, will prepare students to observe interaction 

discriminately and to frame their reports in a manner which other members, similarly 

trained, will be able to understand and use. 

In addition, even with trained students, it is a good idea for teachers to establish 

guidelines regarding what sorts of information should be recorded. I have found that 

without such instruction, students waste considerable effort transcribing exact 
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conversations such as "Janie said this ... Bob replied that. .. " rather than analyzing larger 

communicative issues to determine strengths and weaknesses. Thus, teachers should 

explain what information observers should record and how that information may be 

organized usefully; moreover, teachers should show students examples of effective log 

entries and monitor's notes. These examples will help students focus their observation 

and produce beneficial reports. 

Finally, throughout this section, I have detailed methods for monitoring the 

growth and productivity of instructional writing groups. Specifically, I have described 

monitoring approaches for both instructors and students to adopt when sharing 

maintenance responsibilities. While carefully forming and training groups establishes 

solid foundations for future group success, only monitoring ensures healthy and 

consistent development. As instructors and students share these vital functions, 

collaborative groups will mature into the highly celebrated instructional designs their 

advocates proclaim them to be. 

4.4 Conclusion 

Throughout Chapter IV, my governing purpose has centered upon deducing 

practical suggestions for forming, training, and monitoring collaborative writing groups. 

Based upon research conclusions detailed in Chapters II and III, I sought to translate 

theory into practice and provide instructors with explicit directives, however tentative, 

for making the most of collaborative pedagogies. Underlying these suggestions is the 

fundamental premise that skill development in speech and writing go hand in hand. In 

other words, improvement in writing evolves as a result of improvement in talking about 
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writing. Thus, when forming groups, instructors should focus upon establishing 

favorable conditions for successful communication. Additionally, through training, 

teachers can prepare students to interact effectively within those conditions and, through 

monitoring, ensure continued development in both writing and interpersonal processes. 

As writers learn to communicate effectively with one another, their collaborative 

products will demonstrate growing sophistication in both length and quality. 

Furthermore, students will display more satisfaction with group membership as they 

understand appropriate roles and responses in interaction. Finally, enhancing students' 

communicative skills, through training and monitoring, will lead groups to engage in 

substantive negotiation which represents the cornerstone of collaborative learning. 

Ultimately, these benefits will produce greater knowledge and use of effective writing 

processes--for group assignments as well as subsequent individual projects. 
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Notes 

1 For more information on the specific effects of task structure, see Chapter One, 
"Task Structure." 

2 For more information on appropriate task structures, see the following 
references: Bouton and Masterson; Ede and Lunsford, Singular Texts; Hirokawa, "The 
Role of Communication"; Jewell and Reitz; Webb. 

3 For more information on the effects of cooperative and competitive task 
structures, see the following references: Bruffee, "The Way Out"; DiPardo and 
Freedman; Jewell and Reitz; Lay; Lechner; Morgan et al.; Webb, "Student Interaction," 
"Verbal Interaction." 

4
For more information on "low status" members, see Webb, "Student 

Interaction," "Stability of Small Group Interaction," and "Verbal Interaction." 

5 For more information on the effects of extroversion/introversion, see Webb 
"Stability of Small Group Interaction" and "Verbal Interaction." 

6 For more information on ability-level groupings, see the following references: 
Webb, "Student Interaction," "Stability of Small Group Interaction," "Verbal 
Interaction"; and Hare, Handbook. 

7 For more information on students' need for training, see the following 
references: Anderson; Bruffee, "Collaborative Learning: Some Practical Models"; Hall 
and Williams; Hill; Lay and Karis; Lechner; Spear; Trimbur, "Collaborative Learning 
and Teaching Writing"; Weiner. 

8 For more information on training needs, see the following references: Forman 
and Katsky; Lay and Karis; Lechner; Spear; Trimbur, "Collaborative Learning and 
Teaching Writing." 

9 In Sharing Writing, Spear categorizes her discussion of interpersonal skills in 
terms of "listening" and "feedback," two distinct operations which she addresses in 
separate chapters. What I have included here draws exclusively from her commentary on 
listening. I entitled my discussion "listening and responding" because I consider the 
skills addressed in Spear's chapter on listening to encompass both the processes of 
listening and responding, as these skills apply to collaborative groups. I have elected not 
to include Spear's discussion of feedback because this discussion does not apply to 
collaborative writing purposes. 

1°For information on active listening, see Beebe and Masterson, pages 104-105. 
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11 For more information on the effects of ambiguity, see the following references: 
Hirokawa, "Why Informed Groups," "Group Communication"; Hirokawa and Johnston; 
Hirokawa and Pace. 

12 For more information, see Bogert and Butt. The researchers include examples 
of their "instrumented forms" in an appendix to the article. 

13 This passage was paraphrased from Spear 121-122. 

14 For more information on collaboration logs, see the following references: Duin; 
Lay and Karis. 

15 For examples of such variations, see Bogert and Butt (52) and Lay and Karis 
(166) 

16 For more information on assigned student roles, see the following references: 
Bogert and Butt; Grimm; Hebert; Lechner; Spear. 

17 Grimm and Hebert advocate that all students should be assigned specific roles. 

18 Bogert and Butt, Lechner, and Spear advocate that only select students 
performing specific group functions should be assigned a role. 

19 In industry, task leaders and coordinators will often involve the same 
individual. However, in educational settings, these roles are better kept separate, mostly 
because all students can learn to be effective coordinators--to organize and maintain an 
activity sequence--while not all students can provide effective leadership. As discussed 
in Chapter Two, the most effective group leadership is that which evolves naturally in 
interaction. Thus, I do not recommend that teachers assign task leaders. Coordinators, 
however, merely support the activity of task leaders and, thus, may be assigned without 
significantly affecting group productivity. 
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CHAPTER V 

EPILOGUE 

"An old Chinese proverb goes, 'To learn of the road ahead, ask the ones coming back.'" 
Kenneth Bruffee, "The Way Out" 

Collaborative writing represents an important pedagogy for modem day writing 

instruction. Not only does this methodology offer students hands-on learning 

experiences, proven to significantly increase skill development and retention, but 

collaboration accurately reflects many industrial writing practices. For the past several 

decades, collaborative writing groups have grown increasingly popular in both academic 

and industrial milieus to promote effective writing; these groups provide distinct benefits 

in terms of increased productivity and higher quality decision-making. Moreover, 

writing groups benefit members by offering support to writers, whether beginning writers 

seeking to understand new processes or experienced writers working on long or difficult 

projects. In either case, writing groups encourage members to negotiate evolving text, 

essentially, to talk about writing. As a result of this communication, members achieve a 

greater understanding of both their own and others' writing processes. In short, they 

develop a repertoire of strategies to cope with writing tasks. 

However, to use collaborative pedagogies effectively, instructors must abandon 

hit or miss patterns of group formation that force collaboration upon unprepared students 

operating within traditional classroom constructs. Like square pegs in round holes, these 

forced entries do not work; they often fail to produce attributed benefits and may actually 

damage both teachers' and students' attitudes toward collaborative instruction. As 

LeFevre notes, many instructors falsely believe they can simply "add people and stir" to 
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achieve successful interaction ( 49), and they become disillusioned when they discover 

the contrary. However, their misguided notion is certainly understandable. Without 

extensive research, such instructors cannot readily obtain information that dispels these 

myths and directs teachers to more appropriate methods for implementing or using 

_writing groups. 

For instructors who want to introduce collaboration into their writing classrooms, 

locating resources to guide them in this endeavor presents a problem. Information on 

collaborative groups remains largely strewn across several disciplines including: 

Education; English~ Business, Speech and Technical Communications; and Behavioral, 

Cognitive, and Social Psychology. Within these fields, extensive research exists that can 

provide composition teachers with an appropriate knowledge base to undergird their use 

of collaborative writing. As Kenneth Bruffee notes in the epigraph cited on the previous 

page, researchers in these fields represent the "ones coming back" who possess valuable 

insight into a pedagogical and industrial construct composition researchers are only 

beginning to discover. 

However, this information collectively stands as an immense body of knowledge 

full of contradictions and confusing terminology, and most instructors do not have time 

to undertake the task of interpretation. What they need is an abbreviated collection of 

key concepts to provide them a general understanding of the history and theory behind 

collaborative writing. The descriptive model elucidated here represents just such an 

abridged version. This model classifies all group variables as either input or process 

influences. Furthermore, the model visually relates these elements and details each 
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element in tum through accompanying text. Thus, the model provides a concise 

overview of how groups work. 

To use collaboration effectively, however, instructors not only require a 

foundational knowledge of collaborative research, but also specific ideas for creating and 

maintaining student groups. After all, to survive the "road ahead," teachers need more 

than theoretical adventure stories, they need maps to guide their implementation of group 

work including roadside markers to gauge success. Thus, instructors need information 

about forming, training, and monitoring writing groups. In Chapter IV, I detailed several 

directives for equipping students to perform successfully as collaborating writers. 

Of course, all the preparation in the world will not keep some groups from 

failing. Occasionally, a group will become so enmeshed in conflict that it cannot dig its 

way out, even with the help of mediation. In such instances, instructors should simply 

reassign students to other groups or allow individuals to complete a scaled-down version 

of the project working alone. In other words, instructors should not believe that my 

directives will eliminate group failure; they will only significantly decrease its 

occurrence rate. Carefully formed and trained groups stand much better chances of 

success that groups thrown together by chance or self-selection. In addition, monitoring 

student groups helps prevent conflicts from escalating to irresolvable proportions. In 

short, teachers who approach collaborative assignments knowledgeably will enjoy a 

much higher success rate than their colleagues relying on guesswork to organize and 

maintain student interaction. 
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Furthermore, research conclusions presented here should not be viewed as 

infallible truths; they represent hypotheses about collaborative writing and group work 

that have received some support from research and practice. As mentioned in 

Chapter III, the descriptive model presented in this thesis should be seen as one 

interpretation of the multifarious influences, as well as relationships among those 

influences, involved in writing groups. Ideally, research will continue to provide new 

insights into collaboration as it is used in academia and industry. As these new insights 

become available, we may need to adjust our understanding of which influences most 

affect writing groups or how groups should be best formed and maintained. 

Thus, our journey has only just begun. The "ones coming back" can give us some 

idea of where to begin and what to expect, but ultimately, we must carve out our own 

path in our own way. Specifically, we must become teacher-researchers who establish 

and modify writing pedagogy according to both empirical and experiential insight. Only 

as we involve ourselves collaboratively in the process of refming individual and group 

writing methods will composition continue to advance. 
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DESCRIPTIVE MODEL OF FACTORS AFFECTING 

COLLABORATIVE WRITING GROUPS 
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Situational Factors I 
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Sample Model 1: 

Individual Member Characteristics 

Abilities , skills, knowledge 

Intelligence 

Personality Characteristics 

Sex 

Characteristics of the Group 

Structure 

Cohesiveness 

Maturity 

Norms 

Roles 

Size 

Composition 

Compatablllty 

HeterOQenelty 

Physical En.tronment 

Nature or task 

Resources & Technology 

Spatial arrangements 

l -r-- Group Processes __ .,..Group Outcomes 

Communications 

Decision making 

Influence 

Cooperation 

Competlt lon 

Social EnYironment 

Goals 

Reward Systems · 

Internal 

Cohes•veness 

Conformity 

Influence 

Satisfaction with 

group & members 

External 

Decisions 

Intergroup relations 

Productivity 

Task performance 

Satisfaction with 

outside agents 

and objects 

Jewell, Linda and Joseph Reitz. Group Effectiveness in Organizations. Glenview, 
Illinois: Scott, Foresmen and Company, 1981. 152. 

Sample Model 2: 

s.n.n Group 

Role 

Personality 

t 
Biolotial Nature 

Hare, A. Paul. Creativity in Small Groups. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, 1982. 19. 
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Sample Model 3: 

P.v •• 

Nora&tive Variable• 
P.v .• \ 

oa.v .• 

••••• 

ca.v.s 

'""~ 

oa.v.e 

Per1uael•• 
c:-nlcatlon 

P.V.I 

ca.v •• 

Hirakawa, Randy Y. and Dierdre D. Johnston. "Toward a General Theory of Group 
Decision Making: Development of an Integrated Model." Small Group Behavior 
20 (1989): 517. 

Sample Model4: 

Beebe, Steven A. and John T. Masterson. Communicating in Small Groups: Principles 
and Practices. 3rd ed. Glenview, Illinois: Scott, Foresmen and Company, 1990. 
38. 
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