Part 2

Using Media Resources in the Small Group Course

We and a number of our colleagues have increasingly incorporated films, videotapes and other media resources in our classes. Such resources help us show our students what we mean rather than just tell them. We usually follow up by having our students write analyses about what they observed in the videos. To do this, we use the writing suggestions provided both here and in Part 3. Even though this sometimes requires students to perform activities unfamiliar to them, they tell us they like using videos and films for analyses, and believe they learn from them. In this section, we present information about specific resources that can be used in the small group class and explain how we and others use them.

Films

Several films provide excellent extended examples for a number of the concepts presented in the text. Both of us often require our students to observe “real life” groups, to analyze them, and to make recommendations for improving their functioning. Films enhance this assignment by giving students in-class or individual practice at analyzing human behavior in preparation for observing “real life” groups. They also can be used as effective substitutions for observing actual groups. One of our colleagues, Richard Ellis, prefers using video assignments because they eliminate several problems (scheduling, locating an appropriate group, etc.) of having students view actual groups. Eight of our favorites are described here.

The Breakfast Club, a popular film from the early 1980s, shows how five high school students, each of whom has to complete a Saturday detention, eventually form a cohesive group. This movie leads easily into a discussion of the concepts presented in Chapter 7, including roles, norms, primary and secondary tensions, cohesiveness and fantasy themes. It also can be readily used to discuss leadership, culture and subculture, conformity and deviance, scapegoating and trust. Most students are familiar with this movie, which may or may not be a plus. Examples of questions that students may be asked to address include:

How do primary and secondary tensions show up in this film? Which characters show these tensions? Are these tensions resolved? If so, how? What effect do these tensions have on the group as a whole?

What types of leadership services do the members of this group provide?

How would you describe the roles portrayed by each of the people in this group? What specific behaviors contribute to these roles? What effect do these roles have on the group as a whole?

Describe the subcultures represented by the various characters. What are the rules and norms of these subcultures? How do these subcultures view other subcultures? In what ways do these subcultures remind you of cultures and subcultures represented at your college or university?

How does cohesiveness develop in this group? What specific actions, from what characters, contribute to the cohesiveness?

Would you label anyone a deviant of this group? If so, who and why?

Thirteen Days is based on the real-life events surrounding the Kennedy administration and their handling of events during the Cuban Missile Crisis of October/November 1962. Much of the film is spent observing members of the Kennedy administration as they systematically make decisions in small groups. The decision-making process stands in stark contrast to that used in the Bay of Pigs scandal, which is identified as a classic example of Groupthink. Consider using the following questions:

How is leadership depicted in this film? Is it effective?

Do the main characters, President John Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Robert McNamara, completely trust the group to make the best decision? As a result, do they operate as a separate group?

Do group members pressure others to conform? How do they do this? Does it work?

At any point are the members of the administration on the verge of reverting to Groupthink? What happens to avoid such a process?

How are divergent ideas presented into discussion? Are they well received?

Ultimately, what makes the group successful?

The Commitments is a charming film from the early 1990s. It traces the development and eventual dissolution of a Dublin, Ireland, soul music band. Jim, the band’s manager, has a vision of a group to play “Dublin soul.” He recruits the other members and the film charts the musical and personal development of the characters. The characters’ differences and inability to overcome them contribute to the break-up of the band. The music is wonderful and there are many delightful moments in the film. One difficulty is the Irish dialect. It is sometimes difficult to understand what the characters are saying the first time you hear them. In addition, there is liberal use of profanity in this film. Otherwise, the film is a good one for initiating discussion about leadership, fantasy themes, roles, norms, deviance, scapegoating, cohesiveness, trust, conflict and cultural differences. Questions to use, in addition to those suggested for The Breakfast Club, include:

What fantasy themes are introduced in this group? Who introduces them? Do they chain out in the group? What do they say about the group?

What conflicts occur in this group? Who are the participants? How do members attempt to resolve them? Are they successful?

What norms are present in this group? What evidence indicates that these norms exist?

What cultural differences, verbal and nonverbal, do you perceive between various subcultures prevalent in the United States and the Irish working class subculture presented in the film?

What contributed to this group’s eventual break-up? What could members have done to prevent this?

Twelve Angry Men, although from the 1950s, is a classic film ideal for discussing critical thinking, problem-solving and decision-making, conflict, and groupthink. It shows what happens when twelve men with different backgrounds and perceptions must concur as a jury to decide the fate of a young man accused of murdering his father. Initially, before discussing the evidence, eleven men want to convict the defendant. Henry Fonda’s character votes to acquit—primarily to force the rest of the jurors to discuss the case. Eventually, the jury votes to acquit the young man. The film shows what evidence or reasoning is persuasive to each of the jurors. Possible questions include:

What kinds of conflicts are shown in this film? How is each one managed? Which ones are resolved? How? What are the effects on the group of each of these conflicts?

In what instances do the members of this jury use critical thinking to evaluate the evidence that has been presented to them? What behaviors counterproductive to critical thinking do you observe, on the part of which of the characters? What fallacies to you observe? What are the effects on the group of these fallacies?

What evidence of groupthink do you observe during the jury’s deliberations? What do the jurors say and do that suggests they are experiencing groupthink? How, specifically, are these tendencies toward groupthink overcome?

How would you assess the decision-making of this jury? How could it be improved?

Lord of the Flies, a film based on William Godling’s classic novel, was remade in the 1980s. The film tells the story of a group of young boys stranded on an island when their boat capsizes and sinks. All the adults are either killed or incapacitated, so the boys must organize themselves in order to survive. The original leader, a relatively democratic boy, is soon challenged for leadership by an authoritarian boy, who quickly recruits most of the others to his clique. The boys deteriorate into a primitive mob and end up killing one of their members before they are eventually rescued. It is a particularly useful film for initiating discussion of leadership, conformity, deviance, rules and norms and conflict. Possible questions include:

What styles of leadership are depicted in the film, and by whom? What factors account for the appeal of each of the styles? What types of people seem to be attracted to each, and why?

How are rules and norms developed in the new society created by the boys? Do you think these norms are helpful, or not? What effect does each norm have on the group?

How do group members pressure others to conform? Why do group members conform? What happen when a member does not conform to the group?

What is the source of the conflict between the two main characters? Do you think they could have resolved their differences before relationships deteriorated among the boys? What could they have done differently?

Stand by Me is a buddy film about four boys who are about to enter junior high. The boys hear about a dead body and decide to find it. The trip to the body’s location requires an overnight hike, and the film follows the boys on their adventure. Chris is the group’s referent leader, Gordy is the storyteller/writer, Teddy is the wild and crazy member, and Vern is the slightly nerdy, not-quite-with-it member. We learn enough about the boys’ backgrounds to understand some of their problems, and the story shows how external status concerns and the self-fulfilling prophecy can affect someone’s aspirations and actions. In the course of their adventure, the boys must solve a number of problems and make several decisions. The film is particularly useful to show roles, leadership, conformity and deviance, rules and norms, conflict, and status. Possible questions include:

What role does each group member play? What behavioral functions contribute to this role?

What types of leadership are shown in the film?

The narrator (Gordy) calls Chris the group’s leader. Why does he perceive Chris as the leader? What is the source of Chris’ influence?

People outside the group (the teenage gang members, Gordy’s father, the shopkeeper, the teacher who accused Chris of stealing the milk money, for example) have specific expectations of the members. How do others’ expectations affect the boys’ perception of themselves and their actions? How is the boys’ ascribed status affected by others’ perceptions?

What are the group’s norms? What evidence do you see for these norms?

The Poseidon Adventure, a classic disaster film, follows a group of individuals whose luxury liner capsizes. In order to have a chance to be saved, the passengers must make their way to the ship’s bottom, which has become the top. They must organize themselves if they are to survive. The passengers argue among themselves, try to evaluate the information they have and process it in such a way as to give themselves a chance to be saved. The film is a good one for initiating a discussion of roles, leadership, problem-solving and decision-making, and conflict. Possible discussion questions include:

What types of leadership services do the passengers provide? Which passengers emerge as leaders, and why? Which passengers are eliminated as leaders, and why? How is the type of leadership needed by the passengers similar to, and different from, the type of leadership needed by a “typical” student committee?

What roles do the various passengers portray? Which passengers enact primarily task-oriented roles? Maintenance roles? Individualistic roles? What specific behaviors contribute to these roles? What effects do these roles have on the passengers’ ability to save themselves?

How effective are the problem-solving procedures used by the passengers? What are the strengths and weaknesses?

How are decisions made by the passengers? In what ways are these appropriate methods, or not? What factors promote effective decision-making, and what factors interfere? What are the effects on the group?

The Lord of the Rings Trilogy, based on a series of popular novels by J.R. R. Tolkein, only parts one and two of the three-part film series have been released at the time of this printing. Most students will probably be familiar with the main characters and the plot and many will undoubtedly have seen the films. Set in mythic Middle Earth, a young Hobbit named Frodo Baggins inherits a magical ring, which he must destroy. He recruits a group of eight friends who accompany him on his journey. Each character is from a different culture and has different skills and powers that can be used to help the group achieve its task. Along the way there are many disagreements and hardships—some group members even die. The film includes many examples of group problem-solving, multiculturalism, group conflict, and team-building. Questions to ask include:

What roles do the various characters portray? Which passengers enact primarily task-oriented roles? Maintenance roles? Individualistic roles? What specific behaviors contribute to these roles? What effects do these roles have on the passengers’ ability to save themselves?

How effective are the problem-solving procedures used by the characters? What are the strengths and weaknesses?

Do the group members trust each other? If so, how do they learn to trust each other? If not, why?

What can be learned about incorporating various cultural perspectives into small groups from watching these characters become a part of the group?

How was each group member recruited? Does it represent the best way to assemble a problem-solving group?

How does the group respond to conflict and differences of opinion? What might they have done differently?

Video Ancillaries to the Text

Three videotapes, each available through McGraw-Hill, can be used to illustrate the concepts in the text. The first, Communicated Effectively in Small Groups, was designed especially for use with this and our other small group text. The second, Small Group Communication, presents information consistent with the concepts in the text and also can enhance student understanding. The third, completed in 1996, is called Communicating in Small Groups: Short Takes and presents 24 two- to five-minute segments, each illustrating a different small group concept.

Communicating Effectively in Small Groups

For the past couple of years, we have used this video as the basis for written video case studies or essay exam questions. Each segment, described below, is followed by a commentary by either Gloria or Jack that essentially analyzes the group’s discussion and highlights the key points. When Gloria shows the video in class, she omits the commentary and elicits discussion from class members that highlights several of the main points. If time permits, she shows the video again; otherwise, students are encouraged to view the tape again (a copy of the tape, with commentary edited out, is kept on file in the library). She sometimes requires students to complete a detailed written analysis of each case; other times, she uses each video case as the basis for one of the essay questions on each exam.

Part 1: Leadership, depicts five students putting the final touches on a Career Day seminar they are planning for their organization. Lori, the leader, functions fairly effectively as a democratic, group-centered leader. She is helped by the actions of the members, who exhibit positive influence toward completion of the group’s task. The video is designed to illustrate the functions approach, the “leader as completer” idea, democratic leadership, the interaction between the behaviors of the leader and members, and can be used for a discussion of the contingency approach to leadership. A commentary by Gloria follows the group discussion. The following are the instructions she gives if she assigns a written case analysis of this video group:

In this discussion, you have observed five students planning a Career Day seminar. Using information primarily from Chapters 9 and 10, analyze this group’s leadership. To what extent is the group receiving the leadership services it needs? Address the types of leadership behaviors you observed, whether you thought these were effective or not, and what recommendations you might have. How are the actions of the designated leader, Lori, dependent on the actions of the members? Be specific in your analysis.

Your case study should be between five and seven pages, typed, double-spaced. Be sure to provide specific and concrete examples to support your assertions.

Part 2: Conflict, shows five students trying to decide on speakers for their college’s speaker series. All the types of conflict discussed in the text are illustrated here, as are all five conflict management styles. A major problem for this group involves member Kevin, who has been a social loafer. The group finally addresses Kevin’s behavior directly at the end of the meeting. The following are instructions Gloria gives for a written case analysis:

In this discussion, you have observed five students planning a speaker series for their college. Using information primarily from Chapter 13, analyze the conflict and conflict management attempts you observed. What was the effect of the various conflicts and ways the members managed the conflicts on the group’s decision-making? Discuss the types of conflict you saw and the effect on the group, the ways people attempted to manage the conflict and whether or not you think these were effective ways, and the overall effect on the group of the conflict and how it was handled.

Your case study should be between five and seven pages, typed, double-spaced. Be sure to provide specific and concrete examples to support your assertions.

Part 3: An Ineffective Problem-Solving Discussion, presents a group of faculty, administrators, and a student who are meeting to discuss recommendations for how a college could improve services for evening students. Groups leader Alyce conducts a poorly organized discussion where ideas are introduced, then dropped, where ideas are not evaluated thoroughly, and where all members are not treated with equal respect. The following are the written case analysis instructions:

In this discussion, you have observed five people charged with making recommendations regarding evening student programs. Using information primarily from Chapters 1 through 4, critique the performance of the group. To what extent was this an effective group discussion? For example, you might want to discuss how well the members understood the charge, how well the members actively listened to and responded to one another, whether they had appropriate input, throughput and output factors for effective discussion, and whether the members demonstrated appropriated verbal and nonverbal communications behaviors.

Part 4: An Effective Problem-Solving Discussion presents the same group of people as in Part 3, but this time the discussion is conducted in a much more effective way. Group leader Alyce has prepared an agenda, members demonstrate respect for one another, they do a better job of eliciting and evaluating information, they demonstrate creative thinking, and so forth. This case study may be used either after the class has studied Chapters 1 through 4, in conjunction with Chapter 11, or at the conclusion of the semester as an extended case study where students have the opportunity to apply concepts form the entire text to analyze the discussion. Written case analysis instructions:

In this discussion, the five people charged with making recommendations for improving evening student services do some things well and could improve on others. Using information you have learned throughout the semester, critique the performance of this group. To what extent was this an effective discussion? What did the group do well? What could be improved? Conclude your paper with a list of specific recommendations to help this group improve.

Small Group Communication

This video, written by Walfoort and Braithwaite, shows a group of faculty members planning a conference. There are four segments to this video, and each follows the same group of faculty through various stages of the group’s development. Periodically, each of the characters “speaks” to let us know what he or she is thinking, which is a helpful device to elicit a discussion of perception. Each segment is followed by commentary by Thomas Scheidell, Ernest Bormann, or Susan Jarboe. This video is especially useful for discussing decision-making and problem-solving, conflict, group development, cohesiveness, perceptions and leadership.

Communicating in Small Groups: Short Takes

This video gives 24 short segments, two to five minutes long, which illustrate a variety of small group concepts. The tape is designed to be used with both of our texts, Effective Group Discussion and Communicating in Groups. In deciding which concepts to illustrate on tape, we received the help of those instructors who use the text. We tried to show those concepts for which a video resource is not already available. For instance, groupthink is an important small group concept, but there are already two excellent films about groupthink that do a better job than we would have been able to do in two to five minutes.

We strongly recommend that you secure a copy of the User’s Guide for the video, which is available through the publisher. The Guide contains a brief description of each segment and questions to guide students’ viewing. It will be helpful if students are given the preview questions in advance so they can focus their viewing more precisely. Some of these questions are included in Part 4 of this manual, where the chapter-by-chapter learning activities are contained.

We have attempted to make the video as user-friendly as possible. For instance, the Table of Contents in the User’s Guide will help you key the video segments to the location in the text where that particular concept is discussed. The Table of Contents also indicates the location on the tape where the video segment begins, and a sound cue on the tape notes the beginning of each segment. Finally, there is a videotape icon in the margin of the text that will alert you and the students when a particular concept is illustrated on the tape.

Proprietary Videos

A number of excellent videos were designed originally for training and development in business and industry. Several have been produced by CRM Hill Films. These videos tend to be expensive to rent or buy, but if you can persuade your library or another department to work with you, several of the videos would be well worth having, including the three listed as follows:

Mining Group Gold shows a group of business people in a meeting who are conducting the meeting according to the principles and techniques taught in the video. The members have taken a special training program to learn the principles and techniques, and the company they represent actually uses the techniques. The video explains what must happen if a group is to be effective: creativity must be encouraged, ideas must be safeguarded, members as well as the leader must be responsible for the meeting, and emotions must be acknowledged and dealt with.  One strength of the video is that it shows a “real life” group using effective group techniques. Another strength is that the principles and techniques presented are absolutely consistent with the information in the text. For example, the segment that depicts how emotions can be managed for the good of the group presents a procedure similar to the principled negotiation procedure and shows how employment of the good communication techniques and principles presented in early chapters can be used to help a group deal with conflict. Thus, the video serves as an excellent “credibility check” for the instructor trying to teach the small group class.

Groupthink (revised edition) is an update of the early 1970s film that featured Irving Janis discussing groupthink. This version used the Challenger disaster as its extended example. Excerpts from the television movie about the disaster are included, with commentary and analysis of the groupthink in the decision process. This updated analysis should serve as an excellent introduction to groupthink and critical thinking. It shows what both the leader and members can do to help combat the natural tendency for groupthink in highly cohesive groups. Although the video is expensive, it is well worth having this updated version. Sometimes our students miss the point of the original version because they are distracted by the outdated clothing and hairstyles of the actors.

Meeting Robbers shows a group of business people and their frustrated leader conducting an unproductive meeting. Each of the individuals portrays a different role, including the show-off, the abuser, the person who rambles about irrelevant matters, and so forth. Suggestions for dealing with each of these individuals are given, and the leader is shown handling each person effectively so the meeting can be productive. This video is amusing and gives several practical suggestions for handling people. The video verifies the importance of the leader (and members, too) attending to the process of the discussion as well as the outcome.

C-SPAN Videos

C-SPAN is a nonprofit cooperative of the cable industry. Initially, C-SPAN broadcast live telecasts of the U.S. House of Representatives. Today, programming covers a variety of political events, including Congressional hearings, press conferences, public policy conferences and so forth. The Public Affairs Archives at Purdue University catalogs and sells videos of all C-SPAN programs. These are available at affordable rates, and several may be useful in the small group class. While C-SPAN programs do not normally monitor the group process as we discuss it in the text, several videos are available that depict group meetings. These may be especially useful to you because they are examples of “real world” meetings and provide appropriate illustrations for students to critique. For more information, write to C-SPAN in the Classroom. A catalog of videos may be obtained from Public Affairs Video Archives at Purdue University.

USA Today Editorial Meeting shows a meeting of the various editors of USA Today during the Desert Storm operation of the Gulf War in 1991. The editors share information about the approach to be taken in each section regarding the war, and there is discussion about the best photo to use for the front page. While the video does not include the ideal amount of give-and-take in the meeting for a group course as we teach it, the meeting is typical of many information-sharing meetings in American organization, and there is an occasional question or challenge from one of the editors. (C-SPAN video #91-01-15-1200-1-5426-16551)

TIME Magazine Editorial Meeting shows a meeting of the TIME editorial board as the members bring the editor up to date about recent events. As with the USA Today meeting, there is not the ideal amount of give-and-take for our purposes, but viewing the meeting can be a useful instructional activity. (C-SPAN video #91-02-13-1000-1-5426-16454)

Proceedings of various conference committees are available from the archives. Although these usually are formal proceedings with little small group interaction, they are examples of conference committees in action and give a sense of how representatives from two different bodies approach compromise and collaboration on a single issue. One such committee meeting regarding the savings and loan legislation of 1989 includes an approximately five-minute segment (from about minute 16 through minute 23 of the tape) where representative Jim Leach of Iowa questions the procedure apparently decided by House Chair Gonzales and Senate Chair Riegle. Leach insists that his question be addressed by the chair. The issue concerns a procedural matter that ends with clarification and a compromise suggested by Rep. John Heinz. This segment is appropriate for discussing a number of communication issues, including clarification, listening, conflicts and so forth. (This is C-SPAN video #89-07-18-1800-1 6042-8413, 25 minutes total.)

Iowa precinct caucuses for the 1988 presidential election shows what happens during a precinct caucus in Des Moines during selection of delegates to the county caucuses to be held later that year. Three tapes cover this. Tape 1 is primarily an interview with the caucus chair wherein she describes the procedures. Tape 2 includes discussion of resolutions and the actual lobbying for delegates, and Tape 3 includes a wrap-up of the evening’s events. Tape 2 is the most useful. From 8:00 P.M. until 9:00 P.M. (about 21:00 to about 22:00 on the tape’s clock), the delegates are split into two groups and various delegate groups try to convince the uncommitted and Gephardt delegates (after Gephardt has been declared nonviable as a candidate) to join their groups. The tape shows the discussions among the Gephardt and uncommitted delegates as they try to decide what to do, including whether to stay together and move as a group, or each go separate ways. The tape also includes a misunderstanding among the Gephardt delegates, who believed the Simon delegates promised them one delegate slot if they moved to the Simon camp. One of the Simon delegates questions the procedure for the selection of delegates and alternates, the misunderstanding is discussed, and an effective compromise is proposed and accepted by all. This is also a good segment to demonstrate how easily misunderstandings occur, how conflict is initiated, and how compromises can be effective. (Tapes 88-02-08 6042-34; Tapes 1 and 3 are about 12 minutes each and Tape 2 is about 2 hours.)

Media Sources, Addresses, and Telephone Numbers

AIMS Media, 6901 Woodley Avenue, Van Nuys, CA 91406 (1-800-376-2467)

BNA Communications, Inc., 9401 Decoverly Hall Road, Rockville, MD 29850

Brigham Young University, 290 HRCB, Provo UT 84602

McGraw-Hill, 2 Penn Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10121 (1-800-338-3987)
CRM Films, 2215 Faraday Avenue, Carlsbad, CA 92008 (1-800-421-0833)

C-SPAN in the Classroom, 400 Capitol Street, NW, Washington, DC 20001 (1-800-523-5786) A catalog of videos may be obtained from Public Affairs Video Archives, Purdue University, 1025 Steward Center, W. Lafayette, IN 47907-1025 (1-800-423-9630)

Consumers’ Union, Electronic Publishing Department, 101 Truman Avenue, Yonkers, NY 10703-1057

Convention Seminar Cassettes, 1111 Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801

Educational Coordinates, 624 Ellis Street, Mountain View, CA 94043

Human Relations Media, 175 Tompkins Avenue, Pleasantville, NY 10570 (1-800-431-2050)

Insight Media, 2162 Broadway, New York, NY 10024 (1-800-233-9910)

MTI Teleprograms, 108 Wilmot Road, Deerfield, IL 60015

McIntyre Productions, Inc., 3817 Main Street, Kansas City, MO 64111

Media Five, 3211 Cahuenga Boulevard, West Hollywood, CA 90068

Media Materials, Inc., 2936 Remington Avenue, Baltimore, MD 21211

National Educational Television, Inc., Indiana University, Bloomington, IN  47401

Open University Educational Enterprise, Ltd., University Media, 1188 Acadia, Solana Beach, CA 92075 (1-619-755-9191)

Primary Communications, Inc., P.O. Box 480, Southern Pines, NC 28387

Public Affairs Video Archives, Purdue University, 1025 Stewart Center, West Lafayette, IN 47907-1025

Pyramid Films, Box 1048, Santa Monica, CA 90406 (1-800-421-2304)

Research Press, Box 31779, Champaign, IL 61821

Roundtable Films, 113 North San Vincente Boulevard, Beverly Hills, CA 90211

Special Purpose Films, 416 Rio Del Mar, Aptos, CA 95003

Sunburst Technology, 101 Castelton Street, Pleasantville, NY 10570 (1-800-431-1934)

Tektronics, Box 500, M-S 76-260, Beaverton, OR 97077

U.S. National Audiovisual Center, 8700 Edgeworth Drive, Capitol Heights, MD 20743

University of California Media Extension Center, 2223 Fulton Street, Berkeley, CA 90024

University of Illinois Visual Aids Service, 1325 South Oak, Champaign, IL 61820

University of Nebraska Instructional Media Center, Division of Continuing Studies, 421 Nebraska Hall, Lincoln, NE 68583

University of Wisconsin Extension, Madison, WI 53704

Video Arts, Xicom, Sterling Forest, Tuxedo, NY 12601

William Greaves Productions, 80 Eighth Avenue, New York, NY 10011 (1-212-206-1213)
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