Forming and running an Independent learning group

Why work in groups?

In the Business world, interest in group and team-working in the West really took off after American analysts examined the Japanese Automotive Industry in the late 1970s and identified Japanese expertise at working in teams as a key source of their international competitive advantage. Enormously increased interest in group-working spread rapidly throughout the Business world thereafter, and the ability to work in teams or groups is now recognised to be a key skill in almost all occupations. Thus, any ability you develop in process of working in groups will become a useful ‘Life-skill’. Moreover, in a modern mass-higher education system  Independent Learning Groups offer you an alternative source of feedback on your performance as a student and help to compensate for the reduced ability of staff to give personalised feedback to very large groups of students.


Some of you may feel that getting help from another student is cheating in some way. In fact it can be very beneficial to your learning to be able to ask for help from your peers when you need it. Giving help to others can also be extremely useful; there is no better way of learning something than trying to teach it to somebody else. 


ILGs can be used for a wide variety of purposes, here are a few examples :

Groups may be used to sort out queries about the Course; exchange ideas and books before writing essays; work on activities which demand a group of students gathered together, discuss the arguments underlying a tutorial paper topic. Help each other to understand particularly difficult theoretical concepts and techniques. Give each other feedback on the standard of your written English, and generally to improve your learning skills.

They are particularly useful for revision if you have exams at the end of a section of the course. You might, for example, divide the Course topics up and share these out between you. Each member of the group can revise one of the sections, present an overview to the group and answer questions from the others.

Getting started

Don't assume that someone else will set up a group for you, or ask you to join their’s. Do it yourself !

Membership

Learning groups need to have at least 4 members in order to have an adequate range of personal skills and experience to draw upon. It is inadvisable to have more than 5 members or peer assessment procedures, for example, become extremely unwieldy.


Ideally, the group will last throughout the course, or at least a year, so pick people you think you will be able work with on a long-term basis. This of course is an impossible task until you get to know each other well, so be prepared to change groups if the need arises. However, do not be too quick to criticise and reject each other, many effective groups are made up of apparently unsuited, widely differing individuals. It is not necessary, or even advisable to try to construct a group of people with very similar outlooks, interests or attitudes. Variety in experience, knowledge, backgrounds and attitudes can be extremely useful in groups of this kind.

Organisation

Hold meetings anywhere you like - in the library, the pub, your homes - wherever it feels best. Try to plan ahead. If you can agree a topic beforehand, people will know what to expect and be able to prepare for the meeting.  It is important that the group is not allowed to ‘drift’. Try setting specific objectives for each meeting, and then share the responsibility for ensuring that the group manages to achieve them. If your group comes across a learning problem that you are unable to solve on your own, ask a member of staff for help as soon as possible .


Always take your diary to the meetings and never finish a meeting without arranging the next one. It is harder to fix a time and place to suit everyone if you are not all together.  Regular meetings (e.g. every Wednesday at  5 p.m. in the same location) are easier to remember, and will get better attendance, than meetings at irregular times and places.

However organised you are, always allow time for a general chat, even if it isn't anything to do with the course. Although your time may be precious, the purpose of ILGs is partly social. If you get too efficient, you may stop enjoying the meetings.


Give your group a name, it helps to keep it together. Use your imagination, the possibilities are endless.

Leadership

It is not necessary of an ILG to have a ‘leader’, in the sense of one member who controls what the group does and how it does it. It is certainly not advisable to allocate that kind of responsibility to any individual in the early stages of a group’s life. Natural ‘leaders’, i.e. individuals who are good at driving groups to achieve goals, or are rich sources of ideas that generally meet with approval from the rest of the group, sometimes emerge as groups develop. If this happens, and if the rest of the group is happy with the development and the way such an individual behaves, all well and good. On the other hand some groups perform extremely effectively without any ‘leader’ ever appearing or being needed. 


There is no single, ‘best’ way of running or organising an ILG, you simply have to see what best suits your group's combination of personalities and needs. If a leader does eventually emerge, it might be advisable for that individual to try to keep in mind the idea that their primary role is not to ‘control’ the groups activities, but to serve the interests of the group. Some group leaders may need to be gently reminded of this fact from time to time by the other group members. In an ILG, a ‘leader’s’ main responsibility is to ensure that the right conditions exist for the group to function well and achieve whatever goals it sets for itself.

The First Meeting

Although a leader is not essential in an ILG, a Co-ordinator certainly is. The group should choose someone who takes responsibility for arranging the meetings and cancelling and re-arranging them if something goes wrong.


Spend some time introducing yourselves; say who you are, what your interests are, why you are doing the course, what you want to get out of the group etc. Make sure that everyone in your group has everyone else's name and phone number or address. Discuss the kind of things you would like the ILG to do; agree a regular meeting time and place and set a topic for the next meeting.

Read the Peer Assessment procedure’ section of this manual and make sure that eveyone in your ILG understands what it means and what is required.

Keeping them going

Getting a group started is the (relatively) easy part of the process, and once established, many groups run smoothly for long periods of time. However, although some learning groups encounter difficulties in the early stages of their lives that are swiftly sorted out, some hit apparently catastrophic problems (usually personality conflicts) that seem to threaten the future of the group. Problems of this type can frequently be avoided if group members have some awareness of how to interact with each other in an effective way, One importnt element of this process is giving and receiving feedback.

Feedback - Definitions

Constructive feedback is information that helps people to decide whether their behaviour produces the effects they intend.

Positive feedback is information that reinforces desired behaviours and encourages repitition of those behaviours by communication that they produced the intended effects. 

Negative Feedback is information that discourages behaviours by communicating the fact that they did not have the desired effects.

Feedback - How to give it:

1. Be sure that your intention is to be helpful.

2. If the recipient has not asked for feedback, check to see whether s/he is open to it.

3. Deal only with behaviour that can be changed, not attitudes. Thus, if you were to say for example ‘You are an idle git’ - i.e. highlight a personal attitude - then you may expect a response such as ‘Sod off yourself.’ However, a description of behaviour, such as ‘You have been fifteen minutes late for every meeting of our group this semester.’ may have a more useful effect insofar as the recipient of the feedback can immediately identify (if they should wish to change) a means of changing their behaviour. 

4. Describe the behaviour, do not evaluate it.

5. Let the recipient know the impact (if any) that their behaviour has on you.

6. Check to see that the recipient understood your message in the way you intended it.

7. Encourage the recipient to check the feedback you have given with other people.

Feedback - How to receive it :

1. When you ask fo feedback, be specific in describing the behaviour about which you want feedback.

2. Try not to act defensively or rationalise the behaviour at issue.

3. Summarise your understanding of the feedback that you receive to check that you have understood what the giver intended.

4. Share your thoughts and feelings about the feedback.
Trouble-shooting:

Defence Mechanisms

Some individuals find the process of working and learning in groups to be painful. Even those of us who choose willingly to take part in group activities to learn more about ourselves, experiment with new behaviours and improve interpersonal skills, can be expected to resist the process to some degree, particularly if it appears to become threatening or excessively demanding. The pressures to engage in self-disclosure, intimacy and confrontation may bring about changes in our conceptual framework, precipitate anxiety, shame, guilt and other uncomfortable feelings. There is a natural tendency to avoid such feelings, and each of us has developed our own preferred means. Avoidance behaviour or defence mechanisms are usually well in-grained and largely unconscious. Each of us brings our own particular set to the group we are working in. Because these defences interfere with individual and group development, it is important to recognise them, and recognition may help you and the group to deal with them effectively.

Although all defenses are essentially evasive in nature, they may be categorised in terms of whether the individual moves toward (fight) or away from (flight) the source of conflict, or alternatively chooses to manipulate other group members (pairing).

FIGHT DEFENSES

Cynicism : This may be manifested by frequent challenging of the group contract and goals, sceptical questioning of genuine behaviour and attacks on stronger, threatening members.

Interrogation: A barrage of probing questions keeps others on the defensive. Individuals who habitually cross-examine others in the group under the guise of  'gaining helpful information and understanding' may be fighting to keep the spotlight away from themselves.

FLIGHT DEFENSES

Intellectualisation: This is a process by which individuals deal with their emotions in an objective, diagnostic or interpretive manner so that they never get to grips with their gut-feelings - 'I suppose that I am angry with you because you remind me of my boss.'   It is possible for entire groups to become involved in apparently worthwhile but essentially evasive, protracted discussions about social or general behavioural issues in order to avoid tackling the group's real problems.

Generalisation : This is the closely related tendency for individuals to make, general, impersonal statements about group behaviour instead of applying them directly to themselves or specific participants. For example, a tense person might state that 'People can really get anxious when there are long silences.' when what she really means is 'This silence makes me feel very anxious.'

Projection : Here individuals attribute to others traits that are unacceptable to themselves. e.g. someone competing for attention in the group may attack another person for using more than their share of the group's time.

Rationalisation: This is an attempt to justify inappropriate behaviour by substituting 'good ' reasons for real ones, e.g. ' I am not getting much out of this group because there are not enough people with experience similar to mine and I just can't relate to the other group members', or ' If only I were in that other group, things would be better.'

Withdrawal: This defence may vary in intensity from boredom to actual physical removal of an individual from a group. Consistently silent people may be passive learners but are not growing interpersonally. Groups that fall silent frequently, especially after dramatic moments, are also in flight. The tendency to deal with past interaction issues instead of the 'here and now' is another form of withdrawal.

GROUP MANIPULATION DEFENCES

Pairing : members seek out one or two supporters and form an emotional, sub-group alliance in which they protect and support each other.

Red-crossing: This may occur both within or outside sub-groups. In conflict or confrontation situations, the member mediates for or defends the person under fire. The assumed contract is 'Let's keep it safe, I'll come to your aid if you come to mine.'

Focusing on one: An entire group may find itself spending excessive amounts of time and energy on one individual. By keeping the spotlight on a single person for an extended time period, the opportunities increase for large numbers of participants to fall silent or keep the action away from themselves.

If your group’s performance is suffering from individual members resorting to the use of defence mechanisms, it would clearly be desirable to do something about it. Unfortunately there are no simple, consistently effective methods of dealing with these defences. All that we can suggest is that once the mechanism has been identified, the people involved should be confronted, keeping in mind the principles of effective feedback described above. If a constructive atmosphere of  mutual trust and honesty can be re-established, group members are more likely to lower their defences and risk experimenting with more productive behaviours. 

It is suggested that the discussion of process problems within a group that are impeding the group‘s efficient performance should be a frequent (and welcomed) item on the agenda of ILG meetings. Suppressing or ‘sitting on’ problems, in the hope that they will simply go away is not normally an effective tactic for dealing with problems. Many problems will simply fester and get worse if they are not tackled and amicably solved.


When engaged in the process of  trying to resolve group problems remember, ILGs are intended to be co-operative arrangements. Helping each other is not a competitive activity. By all means be assertive in your behaviour towards one another, assertiveness frequently clarifies issues quickly and facilitates efficient problem-solving, but aggression is rarely, if ever, needed or effective in this type of group.

If, at the end of the day you have followed all of the above guide-lines; tried to identify the cause of a group malfunction; tried to agree and implement a solution and your group is still unable to solve a particular process problem, you may try seeking the help of a member of staff with some experience of group work. However, bear in mind that it is frequently impossible for outsiders to understand precisely what is happening within an established group, solutions are almost always generated by the group members themselves.

Peer Assessment Procedure
Written work

The following procedure is designed to assist in the process of obtaining feedback from your fellow students on the quality of your written work. Please read all of these notes before beginning the assessment process. N.B. please do not write on the attached marking sheet  at this stage - you may wish to take spare copies from it later. You may also be able to obtain further copies of the marking sheet from the Study Skills Module tutor.
Overview - The procedure involves you working with the other members of your Independent Learning Group.  You each complete a piece of written work and have it marked by all of the other members of the group using the marking criteria shown on the Assessment marking sheet. You then use the forum of your ILG to discuss your written performance and identify ways in which your writing can be improved.

TIMING and MECHANICS

Most of you will find that time simply flies by on a course like this. Time management is a key skill if you are to successfully meet the various deadlines that you will have to deal with. Consequently, it is important that you tackle the task of producing some written work for peer assessment at the earliest possible opportunity. 


THE SELECTION OF APPROPRIATE MATERIAL

The University has explicit rules about plagiarism, and students who are caught in breach of these rules may be penalised. Consequently care must be taken not to allow this procedure to become a facilitator of cheating. It is not appropriate for you to use essays or assignments that you are preparing for formal assessment on a Course as material for the peer assessment process. You should use  answers that you have written to mock exam questions or assignment topics issued by staff on the course.


THE PROCEDURE

1.  Read the sheet entitled ‘General Essay/assignment Assessment Criteria’ before you begin to mark the work of another student. The ‘Marking sheet’ lists a number of different factors or criteria that staff often consider when marking written work, the ‘Explanation of terms’ sheet gives some clarification on the meaning of some of the more ambiguous terms used. Discuss these in your ILG to make sure you all understand the different factors that are to be assessed in your written work.

2. When marking each other’s work you may not have the luxury of a staff supplied marking scheme or model answer, and may feel that since you are not yet expert in the subject, you are in no position to mark anybody else’s work in that area. Forget about this ‘problem’, your task is to assess the nature of the written work - its structure, coherence, depth of thought and so on - not the accuracy or validity of the data employed or the arguments mustered. The writers of the pieces of work that are to be assessed using this procedure must make every effort to write the ‘best’ answer that they are capable of in response to the problems posed in the mock exam or assignment questions, but the markers are assessing the writing ability of the author rather than the ‘academic’ content of the work.

3. The marking section of this procedure will be performed in class under the supervision of the Study Skills Tutor. However, you will each need to prepare for that part of the process by doing some written work that can subsequently be marked. by the other members of the ILG using the ‘Assessment Marking Sheet’. You may well wish to add other criteria to this sheet or to delete some that you consider inappropriate for the kind of work that is being assessed. The markers may find that it helps to read the essay or assignment through before they begin to assess it. After marking is completed in class, the group will have a general discussion of the work with the writer.

4. Following the group discussion, the writer should draw up a list of the kind of actions they can take to improve the quality of their written work, and they should  implement that list.

General Essay/assignment Assessment Criteria

Some of the staff who mark your work may well use a ‘Formative Feedback Sheet’ similar to that shown at the end of this hand-out. The feedback sheet includes a the list of criteria numbered from 1 to 8. This document is intended to provide some detail concerning those eight assessment criteria. Reading and understanding those criteria should improve your awareness of what we expect from you in your written work, and thus, the final grades you are likely to achieve.  

1. Problem-solving ability

Did the work address/answer the problem(s) set or the question(s) asked? Was the content of the work clearly focused on the problem, set topic, question or writing task in the title of the work, and did it deal fully with it’s central concerns ? Did the author manage to relate all of the material - arguments, data, concepts, ideas and so on - to the problems, question(s) or tasks set out in the essay instructions or brief?  Did the author avoid providing large amounts of descriptive information  which, although related to the topic referred to in the assignment or essay title, did not directly help to answer the question or solve the problem posed in the title? For example, if the essay question had been ‘Critically assess the effects of the GP fund-holding policy on NHS spending levels’, some unsuccessful answers might include large amounts of information concerning the details of the way in which GP fund-holding was set up and subsequently operated; impressive detail on the historical roots of the NHS; accurate data relating to historical Health spending levels; comprehensive accounts of general NHS spending procedures and so on and so forth. However, regardless of the breadth and depth of information gathered by the student and offered in the essay, such answers would still get no more than a fail grade if they did not apply that information to the required task, viz.: to  ‘Critically assess the effects of the GP fund-holding policy on NHS spending levels.’ Large amounts of information relating to the topic are not enough, you have to apply that information to the solution of the problem posed in the title. At this level of academic activity, volume of material in an answer is less important than relevance to the problem.   


The ability to solve the problem set, or answer the question asked, is indeed, one of the most important characteristics of a good piece of written work. We have found that a very large proportion of those students who are unable to identify precisely what the assessors want in an answer, and subsequently fail to solve the problem that they have been set, suffer module failures.

(If you are unsure precisely what this criterion means, please refer to J. Ramsay’s personal web-site on the University Computer Network where you will find a further document dealing directly with the skill of ‘Answering the question’. The relevant site can be found at the following address: http://www.staffs.ac.uk/sands/buss/bsadmin/staff/s3/jamr.htm

Copies of a handout giving instructions on how to reach this site are available on the wall outside John Ramsay’s office in the Brindley Building.)

2. Structure 

Does the written work have a coherent structure that helps the reader to understand how the questions posed by the essay’s title have been answered?
· Is there an introduction that describes the way in which the author intends to tackle the task of devising a successful answer to the question or task described in the essay’s title, as well as providing an overview of the essay’s arguments and evidence?

· Is there a main body containing arguments, evidence, relevant data, quotations and so on?

· Is there a conclusion that summarises, the main arguments and evidence used in writing the essay, and states clearly how those arguments answered the specific question or solved the problem(s) set  out in the work’s title?

3. Use of literature

Is there evidence in the work that the writer has been reading around the subject area? Are there signs that the writer has been using a variety of relevant, different sources such as text-books, academic articles and data sources, rather than just the main, recommended course text-book(s) and hand-outs? 

References: Does the written work contain an appropriate number of extracts or quotations that assist in constructing a convincing argument (or arguments) that address the question(s) posed in the essay/assignment title ? 

Were the quotations or extracts used in a manner that enhanced the work by supporting or reinforcing the arguments used, and were they correctly cross-referenced using the Harvard System in the text of the essay and the MLA format in an adequate reference section at the rear of the work ? (If you are unsure what this criterion means, please refer to a suitable Study Skills text, or the instructions on how to use quotations and references in your assessed work that you can find on J. Ramsay’s personal web-site.)

Data/techniques: Were appropriate, relevant data, models, diagrams, graphs, arguments or math./states. techniques collected, presented or applied ? 

Were they relevant to the task in hand? Were they clearly presented and accurate, or correctly applied, and did they help to answer the question posed in the assignment title ? (NB data and mathematical techniques are not necessarily required in every pice of wrietten work, you have to judge the relevance of this particular criterion from the context in which the work is set. If you are unsure, ask the member of staff who set the task.)

4. Reasoning 

 Does the written work contain sound and valid arguments?

· If the main assumptions that underlie the arguments employed in the essay are made explicit, do they appear to be acceptable?

· Is any evidence that is offered in support of the arguments’ conclusions or reasons, relevant, and does it support the conclusions offered?

· Do the reasons offered in support of the conclusions appear to be acceptable, and do they actually support the conclusions?

· Do the conclusions actually address and answer the question(s) posed in the essay title?

(Some guidelines on the construction of sound arguments can be found on John Ramsay’s web-site.)
5. Presentation

Was the answer legible, tidy and well organised ? The typing of submissions is strongly recommended, but not mandatory - typed work is easier to read. NB please check on the preferences of the staff who set individual pieces of work. It is not necessary to present your work in expensive packaging, but please make sure that all the pages are stapled together. Make sure that the staple is placed in such a position that it is still possible to read your work comfortably.  If you feel compelled to use a plastic folder with fasteners through punched holes in the assignment, please leave at least 40mm of space at the left-hand side of each page (some of us like to scribble comments in the margins). Do not put every page inside a plastic sleeve.

List avoidance: Has the writer successfully avoided producing an essay that is little more than a list? In one sense, all answers necessarily are constructed from lists of ideas or facts, however, did the written work connect or link together the various ideas, data and information used to form sound and valid arguments that both flow and address the problems posed in the essay/assignment title? Has the writer used conventional paragraphing and avoided producing either a formal business ‘report’ format (unless that was explicitly requested), or a series of very short paragraphs separated by line spaces?

Again, if you are unsure what ‘conventional‘ paragraphs look like we would refer you either to a study skills text or John Ramsay’s personal web-site.

6. Mastery of English 

Is the English grammatically correct and free from spelling and punctuation mistakes? Although you will not be directly penalised if you are unable to write using English that is grammatically correct and free from spelling and punctuation errors, our experience as markers indicates that students who have poorly developed grammar, punctuation and spelling skills frequently also obtain very poor grades. It would appear that many of the more subtle skills involved in writing a good essay may be built upon a mastery of the basic skills of punctuation, grammar and spelling. Moreover, if your mastery of written English is very poor, you may be unable to express your ideeas and knowledge clearly, and this may affect your grades. 

Did the writing ‘flow’? Were the arguments, evidence, extracts, quotations and points of view used in the essay connected in such a way that one idea or section led naturally on to the next with no unexplained or illogical leaps ? Was it possible for the reader to understand the work without reference to any other, unstated and hence unknowable, information inside the writer’s head ?

7. Writing Style

Was the answer written in a style approrpiate for the level of the work, and did it it match the writing conventions of the relevant academic discipline?

Analytical: Had the writer employed an analytical rather than a descriptive writing style? A ‘descriptive style’ of writing tends only to offer and identify, list, rank or assemble descriptions of ideas, theories, data or facts followed by statements referring those descriptions to the questions asked. An ‘analytical style’ on the other hand, tends to connect or combine ideas, theories, data and facts together in ways that throw meaningful light on the problem(s) posed. Moreover, analytical writing uses those same ideas, theories, facts and data in a manner that suggests that the writer is aware of, and understands more than their surface descriptions. Analytical work is also more likely to offer criticisms of those same ideas, theories, facts and data, and/or the questions asked in, or problem(s) posed by the title. ‘Analytical’ answers go beyond simple description or regurgitation of material from texts or lectures, and apply the material to solve the problems posed by the essay or assignment title.

Academic Was the language and style of English used in the essay of the kind found in academic publications? Had the writer avoided, for example, the use of informal, colloquial expressions; the kind of language found in the tabloid press, or reliance upon personal opinions rather than established facts, published data or arguments developed by, and attributed to, reputable sources in the relevant academic field? 
Plagiarism 

Although not listed on the feedback sheet, the issue of plagiarism is a serious one and requires your attention and understanding. 

Has the writer avoided breaching the University’s regulations on plagiarism? (See Appendix 2)

Is there evidence in the work that the writer has done more than simply regurgitate unprocessed material from lectures/tutorials/workshops and supplied readings ? Has the writer made a clear effort to understand the information at their disposal,  and subsequently combined and re-expressed it in their own words in order to create a coherent, original answer to the specific question(s) or task(s) posed in the essay title?

Appendix 2
 University Plagiarism Regulations

This piece of work is meant to be the result of your individual effort and 

Staffordshire University rules concerning Plagiarism apply to it. The breaking of those rules may be punished by a variety of means ranging from a reduction in grade to outright failure. Illustrative examples of plagiarism taken from the University rules include:

·   ‘a. a student copying another student's essay/piece of work.

b. a student submitting an essay/written work that has been extensively copied from a text book/article.

c. a student submitting an essay/written work making significant use of unattributed quotations from text books/articles etc..

d. a student who allows or is involved in allowing another student to copy another’s essay or piece of written work. In such cases the students(s) concerned will be dealt with under the same procedure as if he/she had been suspected of plagiarism.’

You can find full details of these regulations in the large University Student Handbook issued at the beginning of the year to all students.  
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