Com 341: Problem Solving in Small Groups

Fall 2010

Instructor: Tessa Pfafman, Ph.D. 

Office:  203 Sallee 

Telephone:  (309) 298-1376 

E-mail: tm-pfafman@wiu.edu

Office Hours: TBA

Required Text: Hirokawa, R.,  Cathcart, R., Samovar, L., Henman, L., (2003).   Small Group Communication Theory & Practice.: An Anthology. 8th ed. Roxbury.

COM 341: 

In this class we will focus our attention on how small groups and teams form and function effectively. We  will pay particular attention to your role in groups and teams and how you can improve your own performance in an effort to improve overall group functioning and effectiveness. 

Course Objectives

In this course you will lean to:

· Understand the functions of communication in small group settings.  

· Apply theory and research to understand and improve small group processes.  

· Examine and understand one's own participation in groups. 

· Observe and evaluate small group behavior.

Class Policies

* All written assignments and activities MUST be submitted online. 

* Any late work will be deducted 1 letter grade per day.

* Do NOT ask me for copies of assignments or handouts you missed due to an unexcused absence.

* The only excused absences are university-sanctioned absences. If you are unsure, see me prior to the absence.

* You may have 2 unexcused absences before your grade will be impacted. DO NOT bring me notes from your doctor, etc. They will not impact the attendance policy. If you have special circumstances, contact the Office of Student Development and Orientation. 

* Missing one-quarter or more of the total number of class meetings will result in a failing grade.


* Your classroom attitude, level of engagement, demonstrated interest in the topic, and level of motivation will be considered in your participation grade. Any of these may impact your grade in this course. 

* You are required to use WesternOnline for this course. 

* You MUST check the WesternOnline course page at least 2 times per week for updates and/or announcements. 

*  You MUST bring your textbook to class daily. We will often use it to complete activities.

Research tells us that most learning occurs outside the classroom This means the amount of time you put into this course outside of the class will directly impact the amount you learn from this class.  You should plan about 3-4 hours of outside learning time per week depending on your individual style and speed. (I am a very slow reader so I would expect to spend closer to the 4 hours than the 3 hours). Most of this time will be taken up with reading the chapters and responding to the focus questions. The readings are fairly short but I expect deep processing, not surface reading, of the material.  Class time is not when you should be encountering the material for the first time but rather the time for you to ask questions, discuss, apply, and expand on what you have learned outside of the classroom. 

My Expectations

I expect you to take yourself and the material seriously. Set high standards for yourself, refuse to stop at the absolute minimum requirements, and insist on having what you say orally and on paper be as clear and effective as possible. While I know it is not possible to expect this in every case, I do certainly hope for it in many cases: I want you to take this course to heart, to make it part of your everyday thinking, and connect what's going on in your own life and in the larger world with the topics we discuss in the class. Specifically, your success in this course will depend on several factors:

· Participation in class, which includes both speaking up and listening.

· Effort to make this class your own. In other words, what will you do to foster your learning?

· Completion of assignments – including the reading.

· College-level quality: writing that is legible and proofread. I will let you know if an assignment needs to be typed. If there are a significant number of errors or if it is difficult to read, the assignment will be returned to you prior to grading for changes.

· Honesty. I will ask you many questions throughout the semester. "I don't know" and "I need to pass on that question" ARE acceptable answers.

· Courage. Courage to challenge what you read or hear (even from me). Courage to talk with me if there are concerns – before they become burdensome.

· Continuous feedback - your continuous feedback helps me do a better job of teaching you effectively. PLEASE feel free to provide feedback on the kinds of activities and discussions that really work for you (or not).  If we do something that really helps make the material click, let me know so I can incorporate more of the same into the semester. This is OUR class. If you let me know what you need, I can do a better job of providing it for you. 

Student Conduct

Instructors are responsible for maintaining order and a positive learning environment in the classroom. Students whose behavior is disruptive either to the instructor or to other students will be asked to leave. Students whose behavior suggests the need for counseling or other assistance may be referred to their college office or University Counseling Services. Students whose behavior may violate the University Student Conduct Code may be referred to the appropriate office. Academic dishonesty will not be tolerated.

Here is the conduct I expect from you: 

• 
Observe starting and ending times of the class. I will watch the clock so you won't have to. Packing up your things before I am finished is my pet peeve.

• 
Everyone participates when working in groups

• 
Be brief and to the point when speaking in class

• 
Listen to what other people have to say

• 
Be open to suggestions

•   Give everyone a chance to speak

•   Build on other peoples' ideas

Teaching Philosophy

This course is primarily a discussion course, presented in objectives form, supplemented with activities, films, and examples. The daily discussions and activities are a vital part of this course. They provide you the opportunity to ask questions and even more importantly, to apply the material to your own experiences. I realize there are varying degrees of comfort with speaking to the class, but I hope you will make an effort to contribute your ideas as often as possible. Some ways you can contribute to the discussions are to offer feedback on the reading, ask questions, provide an example from your own experience, ask follow up questions or offer responses to another student's comments, challenge the reading (you don't have to agree with everything we read!), share something you learned or read in another course, and share something you read / heard in the media. 

As we begin discuss of the day’s material, I will only review concepts or material from the reading if you ask me to. I will not lecture at you. I will ask a lot of questions though. This is my attempt at getting you to engage the material and allows you the opportunity to explain concepts in your own words. I am not expecting you to always have fully formulated answers or comments. I believe the act of speaking your thoughts and comments will help you to put ideas together in ways that are most meaningful to you. I teach this way because research shows that it's the best way to process and absorb material. If lecturing worked better, that's what we'd do. But it doesn't.

It is sometimes easier to process difficult material in small groups since this allows everybody an opportunity to participate, ask questions, or offer insights and is less threatening than speaking to the entire class. During these times you should use me to assist you individually or in your group. I will be very active in moving around the class, listening over your shoulder, and answering questions. I can occasionally get wrapped up in a small group discussion that is particularly stimulating so be sure to get my attention when your group wants some of my time. When we use small group discussion we will always reconvene as a class to process what we have been doing in our groups. 

During class discussions I may call on you to offer your ideas on a topic. This is only my attempt to include you in the discussion and is NEVER an attempt to quiz or trip you up. I typically wait for students to volunteer their participation. However I've found that many times students have something valuable to say but are hesitant to speak up. In my experience, even students who do not volunteer often have much to offer the class. You should not regard these times as a performance test and do not get hung up on giving me the "right" answer. Sometimes students do not think they know the answer or have an opinion until they are called upon to give one, and then they surprise themselves. At the same time, students sometimes surprise me with examples or insights I have not thought of myself – even after 10 years of teaching this material and reading a great deal of the relevant literature. Again, I believe that I can only be an effective teacher if I know what you are thinking at any point in time. So share your thoughts regardless of whether they are perfectly constructed because they help me to focus the class discussion in a way that will be most helpful to you. 

IT'S OK IF YOU DON'T KNOW! Don't be afraid to admit you don't know something. That's why we are here. Framing questions is part of the learning process so asking a question does not indicate stupidity but rather demonstrates involvement with the material.  At the same time, because organizational communication overlaps with several other disciplines, students occasionally have questions that relate to our material but are based on something learned in another course. If I don't know the answer, I will tell you. But I will also investigate your question and get an answer for you by the next class period. One of my favorite parts of teaching is the opportunity it allows me to continuously learn. 

While I want as much participation from you as you are willing to give, I do have a few guidelines. First, it is ok to challenge or disagree with anything I or others say. However you must always do so with respect. Nobody in this class should ever feel threatened, criticized or attacked in any way. Challenging my credibility or authority in the classroom is never acceptable.

Share your experiences and examples as often as they apply, but please keep your comments relevant to the discussion. There may be times when you see a connection to something that the rest of us aren't seeing, so in these situations I'll simply ask you to explain further or help us make the connection. At the same time this means you should not ask questions regarding what I call "class business" (assignments, due dates, etc.) in the middle of a class discussion. Let's try our best to stay focused.

Please attempt to keep your comments brief so that others may have the opportunity to respond. 

Finally, one problem that always emerges in a discussion based course is the impulse to converse with your neighbor. I spend a good bit of time at the beginning of every semester on "get to know one another" activities because it helps develop cohesion and increases the level of participation, so I feel gratified when you actually get to know your peers and feel comfortable engaging them in conversation. But side conversations during a class discussion are distracting and disrespectful to the person speaking. So please refrain from side conversations during classroom discussions. If you have a questions, jot it down on a piece of paper so you don't forget and asked it at the appropriate time. This may simply mean waiting your turn, but it could also mean holding the question until the end or after class. 

In regards to side conversations, I have found that often times these conversations are actually related to the discussion but students simply become impatient. I ask you to hold your comments so they can be shared with the entire class, not just your neighbor. This way we all benefit from your insights. The one and only time I will ever publicly embarrass you is if you are engaging in a side conversation and it is disrupting the rest of the class. 

As for the classroom format, I will ask you to arrange your seats so that we are sitting in a large circle. This seating arrangement is the most conducive to discussion. I feel strongly that one can not have a conversation with the back of another's head. Face to face is best! So you should go ahead and arrange your seats in a circle at the beginning of every class whether I've asked you to or not. I know the classrooms are tight and fitting everybody into the circle can be challenging. But lets try our best to fit everybody into the large circle. As you know from your knowledge of nonverbal communication, seating arrangements are meaningful communication. In other words, Nobody sits in the center of the circle. It conveys a meaningful message about level of inclusion in the group. 

Finally, the question of whether or not to raise one's hand during discussion always  resolves itself as we develop a classroom culture. Some classes always and only raise their hands to speak. Others never raise their hands to speak. It really depends on what you are comfortable with. If the discussion becomes unruly, if we begin talking over one another, or if it seems some students are not getting an opportunity to participate I may ask you to raise your hands but only in an effort to regulate the level of participation and improve the quality of conversation.

Technology and CMC

This course will make use of WesternOnline and everything you need for this course, with the exception of the textbook, is supplied to you there including the syllabus, activities, focus questions, and electronic communications tools. You MUST check your WesternOnline account at least twice a week for updates and announcements. In contemporary organizing practices, technology has become a significant factor. I realize some of you may not already be familiar with using the computer-based technology available but learning to use the technology will have a significant impact on your future success. For that reason, I require that each of you have access to your WesternOnline accounts and use them. You will be required to submit all assignments through this course page, engage in the online discussion board when assigned, and at times may even be asked to engage in virtual classroom experiences via WesternOnline. 

If you need help learning to use WesternOnline, ask. I can provide brief instruction but if you need more help, take advantage of resources the university provides. Below are some helpful links and contacts.

· Web link to WesternOnline: https://westernonline.wiu.edu/

· To active your ecom account: https://www.wiu.edu/guava/

· WesternOnline Student Tutorials: https://www.wiu.edu/WebCT/Vista/Swfs_htm/index.htm

· For technical problems contact the Helpdesk: 309-298-2704 or e-mail UCSS@wiu.edu

Major Assignments

Late assignments will receive half credit. 

3 Exams: There will be three (3) exams at 100 points each. The 3rd exam will be cumulative.

Self Assessment 1&2:  Early in the semester you will complete some self assessment instruments and write a one page response. 15 pts. Then towards the end of the semester you will retake the self assessment instruments and write a 2 - 3 page response discussing how your evaluation changed throughout the semester, what you have learned about groups and your role in them. Make sure you relate all of this discussion to the material covered in your text or lectures. 30 pts. Total of 45 pts

Discussion Board Responses:  You will be asked to post up to 10 discussion board comments throughout the semester. These will be based on activities, case studies or whatever other activities / conversations arise 5 points each. 

In Class Writings: We will complete up to 10 in-class writings throughout the semester. These will be based on your reading of the chapters, not lecture. Each writing is worth 5 pts each.

Virtual Group Assignment: You will complete a group task using only computer mediated communication then individually write an 2 page essay discussing the experience. Make sure you relate your experience to the material from your readings or lecture.  The task itself is relatively easy; grades will be assigned on the essay response. 30 pts. 

Grading scale:

93 and up = A

90-92 = A-

87-89 = B+

83-86 = B

80 - 82 = B-

77-79 = C+
73-76 = C

70-72 = C-

67-69 = D+

63-66 = D

60-62 = D-

59 or below = F

Fall 2010 Tentative Schedule

  (Subject to modification)

Date
Topic
Reading Due

08-26
Defining groups 
Part 1 Introduction (p. 1)

08-31
Systems theory
1: Groups as systems

09-02
Bona fide groups
2: Rethinking the nature of groups 

09-07
Distinguishing virtual groups
3: Distinguishing characteristics of virtual groups

09-09
Group theory 
Part II introduction

09-14
Symbolic convergence  & structuration theories
5: Symbolic Convergence Theory; 6: Group Communication and  Structuring Process

09-16
Group formation 
Initial self assessment response;  Part III Introduction

09-21
Team development
7: Time and Transition in Work Teams . . . ; 8: A multiple Sequence Model of Group . . .

09-23
Exam 1
Exam 1

09-28
Group relationships: Norms & roles 
Part IV Introduction

09-30
Cohesion & Groupthink
9: Spatial Relationship in Small Groups

10-05
Verbal and Nonverbal interactions


10-07
Listening processes


10-12
Feedback processes
10: Feedback processes in task groups

10-14
Group climate 


10-19
Managing group conflict


10-21
Group Influence & Argumentation
11: Influencing others in group interactions . . .

10-26
Group decision making
Part V Introduction

10-28
Group Problem solving
12: Communication and Group Decision-Making Efficacy

11-02
Cultivating creativity


11-04
Technology & computer mediate group communication 
13: New Communication Technologies and Teams

11-09
Exam 2
Exam 2

11-11
Leadership 
Part VI Introduction

11-16
Leadership as counteractive influence & organizing
16 Leadership as the Art of Counteractive Influence;  18 Leadership as Organizing

11-18
Diversity 
Part VII Introduction

11-30
Gender diversity
19 Sex, Gender, and Communication in Small Groups

12-02
Cultural diversity
20. Communication in the Multicultural Group

12-07
Observing & Evaluating Groups 
Final self assessment response; Part VIII Introduction

12-09
Observing & evaluating group interaction
22 Observing Group Interaction ; 24 Evaluating Group Discussion


Exam 3


