Part 4

Using Writing Activities in the 
Small Group Course

Southwest Missouri State University, where Gloria teaches, has instituted a “writing across the curriculum” program that encourages the use of writing activities in all courses. We enthusiastically support such efforts and have increasingly incorporated a variety of writing activities, both graded and nongraded, into our courses. In this section, we present several of these activities, and encourage you to modify them to suit your needs and to develop your own.

Journals

You may want to require students to keep a confidential journal of reactions to your course and to the information they learn. A journal might include such items as reactions to class activities, reactions to groups in which the student participates as a member of your class, descriptions and interpretations of events in other small groups to which the student belongs or has access as an observer, statements of personal goals as a group participant, and many other descriptive and analytic reports. If used, such journals should be collected and responded to at least twice: once early to provide guidance to the writer on how to improve the journal, and once near the end of the course to provide both personal feedback to the student and to award points or a letter grade. Generally, we collect the journals twice during the semester and provide ample written feedback, but do not grade the journals until the end of the semester or until they are turned in the final time. We recommend that if you assign journals, you also keep a journal and from time to time share your own insights with students.

Gloria requires her students who are involved in the Gift of Giving program to keep journals, which are turned in for feedback several times, but which are evaluated for a grade at the end of the semester. She requires the students to write a description of what occurred after each Gift of Giving session with the elementary/middle school children, but she asks her own students to continue to write as they read about concepts in the text that relate to, explain, or provide insight into the students’ descriptive observations. She also encourages the students to share their thoughts and feelings throughout the semester in their journals.

Journals can be judged on such standards as thoroughness, self-insights reported, appropriate use of concepts and terminology introduced during the course, degree to which the writer formulated personal theories and guidelines for group communication, and completeness. The example on the next page is a feedback sheet we sometimes use.

Feedback Sheet for Response to Journal Entries

Journal writer:


Date:


	1.
	Completeness:
	
	

	
	

Descriptive account missing



Personal reactions missing



Evaluation of class missing
	
	

Lacks use of language and concepts of small group theory 



Lacks thoroughness 



Fairly complete 



Thorough

	2.
	Depth of Entries:
	
	

	
	

Superficial and sketchy 



Shows very limited insight
	
	

Shows some insight 



Shows good insight 



Excellent insight

	3.
	Particular Needs:
	
	

	
	

Provide regular dated entries



Provide lists of those in the group 



Provide clearer exposition of events 



Provide evaluation of each class meeting 



Report applications in groups out of class 



Report insights into yourself as a discussant and small group leader
	
	

Clearer distinction between what happened and your feelings about it 



Clearer and more thorough exposition of your feelings 



Formulate principles and concepts about groups 



More depth of analysis and description of discussions


Freewriting

Freewriting is a type of written free association. Usually, the students are given a general topic and told to write for four or five minutes about the topic as fast as they can without stopping. Freewrites are not collected or graded, which makes them ideal for letting students explore their feelings and experiences about communication concepts. They encourage students to think freely about both concepts and feelings. The technique is similar to brainwriting in that its intent is for students to develop insights and ideas without fear of evaluation or retribution. Freewrites can be assigned anytime, but we have found them to be an excellent way of focusing students’ attention at the beginning of the class period on the topic to be discussed. We often assign students a freewrite, then ask volunteers to read from their freewrite as a way of leading inductively into the topic for the day. Freewrites also work well as a way of consolidating what students have learned. Several of our colleagues use freewrites at the end of the class period to help students recall what they learned. Potential freewrite topics are included in the suggested learning activities for each chapter.

Case Studies

We have increasingly asked students to provide written case studies of various group phenomena. For example, in the previous section suggestions were provided for written case study analyses based on the videotape ancillary to the text and on several feature films depicting group phenomena.

We incorporate a major group written assignment that is a case study of an actual group. We change the specific focus from time to time, but have found that this is a wonderful activity for helping students pull all the specific facts and concepts they have learned into a coherent whole. Examples of such term projects are included in the first section of this manual.

Another type of written case study we assign is the student’s analysis of his/her own group. Students have often told us that being forced to examine their own group, and in particular their own behavior within the group, has produced significant understanding of the concepts. They also tell us they have clearer ideas about what they might do differently in the future once they have looked closely at their own groups. Two examples of such case studies are described below. The first asks for an analysis of the group as a whole; the second asks the student to focus on his/her own contribution to the group.

Analysis of your own group: this paper should be an example-based analysis of your own consulting project group. Choose the concepts most relevant to explain how and why your group functioned as it did. For example, you may want to look at leadership emergence and explain who emerged as leader, who was eliminated and why, and why the person who emerged seemed to have the skills best suited to the group. Or, you may want to look at conflict and how it helped and/or hurt your group’s decision-making. In short, you may use any of the concepts we discussed in class or that are in the text.

An analysis is not a chronological “who did what” description, but an explanation of how your group formed and why, and it must reflect an understanding of the group processes that were most important in explaining how your group operated. I’m looking for how clear and insightful your understanding is of your group. Your written journal, if you keep it regularly and diligently, should help you recall important instances for this analysis. This should be a six- to eight-page paper. You do not need sources other than your text and lecture notes, but you should include specific examples from your group of the points you make in the paper.

Analysis of your role in your own group: In this paper, you will analyze your role in the group in which you have participated all semester. This is not to be a chronological “here’s what I did in my group” description, but an analysis of your role in the group, how it developed, how it fit with the other roles, in what ways your role was helpful or not helpful to the group, and what you might do differently in the future. The paper must reflect an understanding of the group processes we will have studied all semester, and of your role in those processes. I’m looking for how clear and insightful your understanding is of your place in the group. I am especially pleased when students show that they can understand how their own actions affected their fellow members’ actions, and when they have suggestions for how they would change their behavior in the future.

Your paper should supply many specific examples of the concepts you discuss. Your journal will be helpful here—be sure to include as much detail as possible in your journal so writing your paper will be easier. This should be a six- to eight-page paper. You do not need sources other than your text and lecture notes, but you should included specific examples from your group of the points you make in the paper.

Analysis of your Gift of Giving group: In this paper you will select two (or possibly three) concepts from the text that you think were most apparent in the group of children you worked with for the Gift of Giving project, and use those concepts to describe and analyze the group of children you worked with. For example, you may want to discuss the roles the children displayed as they worked on their service project, and how each child’s role emerged in conjunction with the other children in the group. Or, you might want to discuss the decision-making process the children used and the extent to which you thought it was effective and appropriate for the age of the children you worked with. You do not have to use any sources beyond your text and the class lecture. Your observations may be consistent with the information in the text, or they may contradict it. That’s fine! What I’m looking for is the extent to which you can observe with insight. Your paper should be six to eight pages long, typed and double-spaced. You should include as many examples from your journals as you can to illustrate what happened with the children.

Take-Home Quizzes

In order to encourage our students to read the chapters before we discuss them in class, we have used take-home quizzes due at the beginning of the class period. These generally consist of anywhere from two to five short answer/short essay questions that can readily be answered after reading the text. We give the students all the quizzes at the beginning of the semester in a packet of supplementary materials they are required to buy; however, the quizzes also can be distributed to students at the beginning of each unit, or during the class period before each is due.

We have used the take-home quizzes as the equivalent of one 100-point test (ten quizzes, each worth ten points). However, the point values can be varied, depending on the amount of information in a particular chapter. Another variant is to have take-home quizzes possible for each of the chapters, with a maximum point total an individual student can accumulate; the student may do as few or as many take-home quizzes as he or she wishes, until the maximum number of points has been earned. The following are the instructions we provide. Examples of questions for the take-home quizzes are included in the learning activities for each chapter, in the next section.

Instructions: The take-home quizzes are designed to encourage you to read the chapters prior to our class discussion of them. This will help you understand the discussion more completely, and studying for each exam will be much less painful! There are take-home quizzes for ten specific chapters, due on specific days. Each quiz will be worth 10 points, and each is due at the beginning of class, before I finish taking attendance. In addition, you must personally turn in the take-home quiz and be present for the class discussion of the chapter on which the quiz is based. You can receive up to 100 quiz points for excellent performance on the take-home quizzes.

You may not use the wording in the text! If you are asked to describe or explain a concept or term, you must state the concept or term in your own words. This is similar to active listening, where you must paraphrase, but not repeat word for word, what someone says. This helps ensure that you have processed the information instead of just parroting it.
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