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Intended Audience: PBL tutors, small group, lab or team facilitators
Goals:  

1. To identify typical phases of group process
2. To explore how behavior within groups facilitates or inhibits individual learning
Overview:

Participants observe three videotaped segments of a problem-based learning tutorial (the first, middle and last 5 minutes of a 1.5 hour session). They are instructed how to take notes to provide the most objective data possible, and they then share those data with one another to form a composite picture of what occurred. After recording observations, the group analyzes behaviors in light of whether they believe the actions inhibited or promoted learning. A picture of the evolution of higher and lower order cognitive tasks, along with social dynamics, emerges so that participants may differentiate among phases of group process. The facilitator provides a summary and helps participants understand how the observed behaviors and phases pertain to different kinds of groups.
Rationale:
Small group process is highly consistent and predictable. It has been studied since the early 1950’s, and typical phases of group development were identified in 1951. Moreover, this author and others have studied the relationship between learning outcomes and group members’ behavior within the phases. Workshop participants consistently gather data that unveils group learning behaviors: the work of the first 5 minute segment involves organization and information sharing, as well as positive social interaction; the work of the middle 5 minutes involves higher order thinking such as explaining ideas/concepts, disagreements, resolutions and the like, sometimes with some sense of tension; and the last 5 minutes involve agreement, discussion of next steps and positive social interaction. 


Additionally, goal-oriented small groups have two concurrent tasks: the identified project (e.g., solving a problem, creating a product or learning something) and group cohesion. Groups that do not function well socially often fail to meet their goals. Typical group process, however, has its ups and downs as the group members struggle to establish an approach to the work, share information, opinions and ideas, elaborate upon those ideas, resolve differences and finally complete the work. An understanding of the process is key to group facilitation. For example, a facilitator must understand the value of disagreement as a means of correcting misinformation and finding the best ideas amongst group members; however, he must also differentiate disagreement from conflict. Conflict which involves a clash of egos can destroy group cohesion and undermine the group’s work. 

Resources Needed: Video of group process; video player; white board & markers
Reading: 

Bales RF, Strodtbeck FL. Phases in group problem-solving. J. Abnormal & Social Psychology. 1951;46:485-95.

Visschers-Pleijers AJSF, Dolmans DHJM, Wolfhagen IHAP, van der Vleuten CPM. Exploration of a method to analyze group interactions in problem-based learning. Medical Teacher 2004;26:471-8.

Faculty: One facilitator 
Materials: Observation Guide (attached)
Protocol (90 minutes)
Introduction and goal setting (8 minutes)

Observation training (7 minutes) The workshop leader trains the participants to collect objective observational data (format attached). She asks participants to take an anthropologic approach, namely to record as accurately as possible the environment and the group members’ behavior. Participants are instructed to record what students say and do, not their general impression or interpretation of what they observe. 

Observation (20 minutes) Participants gather data for discussion through observation of a videotaped tutorial (or other kind of small group).(  They identify behaviors that occur during the first, middle, and last five-minute segments of interaction.
Report of observed behavior (20 minutes) As a group, participants report their observations within each phase and the facilitator writes the data as reported on the white board. As participants report, the facilitator helps them differentiate between objective data and their impressions.
Analysis of observations (20 minutes) Once all the data have been recorded in 3 phase-related segments, the leader asks the participants to characterize each phase based on those behaviors, and to analyze how the phases differ. As each phase is characterized, participants discuss how typical behaviors are facilitators or barriers to learning in a group.

Summary and conclusions (15 minutes) The facilitator summarizes observations and explains how these behaviors relate to learning (see rationale). She identifies the lower order cognitive tasks (information gathering and sharing) of the first phase and compares these with the higher order tasks of later phases (e.g., explaining, problem solving, comparing perspectives).  
OBSERVATION GUIDE

1. Map the environment. How people interact often depends upon the setting and resources at hand. For example, snow is a resource for the Inuit. Oil is a resource for Arabs. Malls are a resource for American adolescents. Within the environment, note who is present and where each person is located.

2. Record as accurately as possible what is said and who says it. It is important not to confuse your interpretations (“everyone looked happy”) with your data (“everyone laughed”).  Often, the people you are observing will be doing or saying different things at the same time. What someone is doing may be more important than what someone else is saying. You cannot gather all the data, but try your best to capture the picture as accurately as possible.

3. Your interpretations are important. We recommend that you divide your paper so that you can note interpretations and reactions next to your observations. When you have a visceral reaction to an event, you may be observing something that clashes with your assumptions or prior knowledge. This reaction should lead you to question yourself or those whom you are observing. However, reserve judgment until you have finished the observation, but do note the question.

4. Interview group members after the observation. Although not always possible, interviews with some or all group members after the observation help you understand the meaning of the interaction to those involved. It is advisable to ask people to explain how they felt or what they were thinking when an event happened. Use non-judgmental language. For instance, you might say, “I noticed that the tutor asked whether everyone understood mitosis, but no one answered. Could you tell me what you were thinking at that point.” 

	Map the learning environment: Include position of people and resources, as well as anything else that seems important or puzzling.




	Record Observations:
	Record Reactions:

	Record as carefully as possible what occurs in the first 5 minutes of the tutorial.

Record as carefully as possible what occurs in the middle 5 minutes of the tutorial. (Time: ___)

Record as carefully as possible what occurs in the last 5 minutes of the tutorial. (Time: ___)


	


( Participants may also observe live classroom sessions, preferably each silently observing a different class so that the group may see how similar patterns of behavior occur even though groups look different superficially.






