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Introduction: The Importance of Strategies for Effective Group Work
While at Fletcher, you will likely be part of multiple group projects. For many of these, your group members will be assigned to you, and may not be people you would have chosen to work with. The strategies in this document will make those situations easier, and help groups you’ve chosen to work even more effectively.
For all group work, the quality of the product is directly dependent on the quality of the process. Thus, employing effective group work strategies is critical for project success. However, most groups are not successful organically: successful group work usually requires taking deliberate steps to ensure quality of process.
Working on group projects is not only important for your time at Fletcher: working on a team, often not of your choosing, is a part of most professional positions. Thus, knowing how to work well in a group is will continue to be important as you progress in your career.
Group Dynamics: Basic Principles
For most group projects, “dividing and conquering” by itself is not an effective strategy. Because different group members will vary in their understandings of the assignment, grasp of course content, skill levels, vision of the product, perception of quality, and writing styles, this approach will often lead to a fragmented product. A group should decide, based on the specifics of the assignment, what work can be divided and what needs to be done as a team in order to ensure quality and consistency.

Communication is essential. This includes communication about group process as well as each group member’s working style, strengths, weaknesses, and preferences. This leads to a better understanding of each group member within the overall dynamic, which increases group effectiveness and decreases the potential for conflict.
Assigning roles early on is important for planning purposes and efficiency of the group. It can also reduce possibilities for tensions: for example, when a person is assigned the task of timekeeper, that person can be stern about keeping to the schedule with less risk of appearing disagreeable.
In short, effective group work is a deliberate, continual process. It involves taking intentional steps that foster positive group dynamics and effective processes throughout the duration of the project.
Laying the Groundwork: The First Group Meeting
The first group meeting is an important opportunity for taking steps to foster a positive group dynamic. The first meeting should focus on the process of working in your group, and can include the following:
1. Develop a shared understanding of the task: What do we know? What is the assignment? What deliverables do we need to produce (and do not need to produce)? Who is our audience? What grade do we want (in a work setting, what level of quality)?
2. Create a draft timeline for project completion, including milestones.
3. Discuss strategies for group decision-making: How will decisions be made (democratically, through consensus, based on the strongest voice, etc.)? Will changes to the plan be allowed after decisions are made?
4. Discuss strategies for handling disagreements (see separate section below).
5. Discuss each group member’s working styles and qualities. To gain an understanding of how the group will work together, have each group member describe her/his self, including the following elements:
· Background experience and knowledge relevant to the project.
· General strengths and weaknesses (such as editing, writing, researching, etc.).
· Tasks preferred and not preferred (this could be general, such as drafting vs. proofreading, or refer to specific project deliverables).
· Working style and timing: Do you prefer to work at night vs. in the morning? In short bursts vs. over long hauls?

· Communication: Do you tend to think out loud, or think extensively internally before speaking? Are you up front with criticism or are you more conflict-averse?

· Are you more detail oriented, big picture focused, or both?
6. Informed by the above conversations, assign some roles, or develop a plan for rotating roles. Roles will vary based on the size of the team and the nature of the project, but some examples include the following:

· Timekeeper: This person ensures that meetings are progressing as planned and keeping within the agreed-upon schedule.

· Agenda-writer/note-taker: This person agrees to be responsible for sending meeting notes to the group and writing down the agenda for each meeting.

· Challenger: This person’s job is to continually look for the counterpoint, weakness in the argument, or faulty assumptions, in order to ensure the reasoning behind each decision is sound.
7. Working with differences: Differences in culture and background may mean that group members engage and communicate differently. The group should develop intentional strategies for understanding and working with these differences, which may include:

· An individual’s comfort level with disagreement or voicing criticism.
· Enthusiasm being misunderstood as steamrolling or disinterest in other opinions.

· Language differences: If a group member is having difficulty working in a second language, space could be given for him/her to speak after a break, when s/he has had time to organize their thoughts.
Maintaining a Positive Group Dynamic

Once the foundation of a positive group dynamic has been established, a group must continue to take deliberate steps to maintain effectiveness. Some suggestions include:
At each meeting, set an agenda and keep to it, even if it is broadly focused. In addition to keeping the group on task, the process of setting the agenda serves as a check-in to ensure the group is on the same page about the project’s progress and next steps.
Keep lines of communication open between group members. Consider scheduling a periodic “check-in” meeting about the group dynamic, to provide a specific forum for group members to share their views on what is going well and not so well. If a group member appears to be not pulling their weight, ask them if something is wrong before beginning to criticize; it may be that something in the group dynamic is causing them to withdraw.
Develop strategies for document management. This is especially important for long-term projects or those where members are communicating remotely. Some suggested strategies include ensuring that various versions of documents are clearly and consistently labeled; including the date created and date modified in the text of subsequent versions of documents; and utilizing document-sharing services such as Google Docs or Dropbox.
Handling Disagreements

Since disagreements are bound to occur at some point during any project, employing strategies for handling them effectively is an important component of successful group work. Strategies will vary based on the type of project, group dynamic, and the nature of the disagreement. Below are some common issues and options for addressing them:
When a group member produces inadequate work, how will the group respond? Ideally, this should be discussed at the first group meeting. Some options include:
· Do nothing and accept the group member’s work as is.
· Discuss with the individual, either with the whole group or in a one-on-one setting led by a designated group member. Then:
· Ask the group member to re-do the work.
· Agree to re-do the work as a group, or re-assign the work to another group member.
· Agree to work in pairs as a quality check.
How will the group address personality differences?

· Identifying differences in personality at the first group meeting fosters understanding that can minimize conflict. After discussing strategies for minimizing conflict, encourage open communication about any tensions in order to develop new strategies as needed.
When to bring in a faculty member (or professionally: your boss, the client, etc.): Some disagreements merit seeking solutions outside of the immediate group member or appealing to a person in a supervisory role. These include:
· Cases of sexism, racism, or other forms of discrimination.
· Disagreements about course content or critical disagreements about the task.
Conclusion
The quality of a group product is directly dependent on the quality of the group’s process. Thus, employing strategies for effective group work will not only make your time in the group more enjoyable, but will also have a direct impact on the quality of your work. Further, it is important to remember that groups do not generally work to their optimum level automatically. Rather, deliberate steps need to be taken at the first group meeting as well as throughout the project to develop and maintain a positive group dynamic and resolve conflict effectively.
The information in this document is meant to provide guidance in the form of some basic principles and suggestions; it is not an all-encompassing list of issues or strategies relevant to effective group work. While these strategies will be effective for many groups, there are certainly other ways of fostering a positive group dynamic and handling conflict that are not listed here. Every group is different, and any strategy should be tailored to the specific group, setting, and project.
There are extensive resources on the subject of team building and group dynamics. It would be beneficial to utilize professors, peers, and literature on group work to enrich your understanding of this subject.
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