Robb Bunting

5/9/05

Small Group Communication

Final Self-Reflection Paper


In the late fall of 2004, sitting at my computer, I made a choice to choose the class, COMM-352: Small Group Communication, as one of my Spring 2005 classes.  I chose the class based on the limited information I had on the topic.  It seemed interesting and I fit with my schedule.  Never had I thought that it would be one of the most unique and thoughtful experiences of my college career.  With its structure, use of blog, and lengthy class discussions, Small Group Communication provided an avenue to learn about myself as an individual and my interaction with others on the small group scale.


Through working with a group of people over the course of the semester, I was able to view a progression through the life cycle of groups.  While I have discussed Ichiban's life cycle in a prior paper, the life cycle of the class as a whole was much different.  Unlike Ichiban, which seemed to move through its stages quickly, the class seemed to become fixated in the storming stage.  Indeed, when an argument would spring up in class, Steph would often look to Weber's diagram on “The Life Cycle of Groups” and point repeatedly at the storming stage.  For instance, when 'Tape It Back Fanta' first presented to the class, it came to light that the team had had problems communicating with Steph and creating their presentation.   As an explanation, Steph attributed it to our class as a whole being stuck in the storming stage.  Tape It Back Fanta's issue was a reflection of the class's attacks on leadership and this led to another presentation based around how the groups could deal with Steph better; as a class, we were showing counter-dependence to our instructor.


After several arguments such as this, I'm not sure if anyone truly believed that the class would move towards the norming and performing stage.  This could possibly be attributed to the fact that a good deal of time was spent in groups of five to seven students.  With less work as a group as a whole, the class had less time to deal with the stages of norming and performing.  I would argue, however, that we managed to pull together as a class to move past storming while working on the concepts of a party.  While the concept of a pre-party started in a presentation, it wasn't until Steph had us break into new groups to deal with the issues of the class that any serious thought or work was put into it. In my group, we dealt with the issue of the party, which was later put in its own blog.  Though the initial work was done by a group of five, the party had been opened up for discussion, both in class and by Paul in the blog (Party Blog).  During this discussion, everyone had input and a chance to work together, saying the dates they thought were appropriate, how they thought money should be dealt with, and where they thought the party should be.  Through this event, the class developed the ability to work together well for a common goal.


Evidence of moving past the storming stage is also displayed through the last class and the Bye-Bye blog.  At the end of the last class, I found it touching how people were acting.  I had moments with Dave, Jon and Drew where we all said goodbye to each other and talked about the class briefly.  The common theme was that we all seemed disappointed that we wouldn't see each other again; something that I've never experienced in another class.  Similarly, in the Bye-Bye blog, Jenn mentioned, “to the rest of the class.. you guys are freakin awesome forreals,” and Jon stated, “people like you all are whats gonna make me miss umass.”  My experiences and the comments in the Bye-Bye thread show promise towards the idea that as a class, we had developed affection for one another.  When the group came to termination,  many expressed sadness and well wishes for the future.


So how did the group initially begin?  As I mentioned, I joined the class because it seemed interesting; it also fulfilled a requirement and fit my schedule.  However, this is not why I joined a group.  At the beginning, I was skeptical of Steph's comment on the first day that a group might form and that we might even be sad to see it end.  I was disbelieving of Shutz's theory that one joins a group based on the need for inclusion, control, and affection (Reasons for Joining a Group 19).  However, as mentioned above, I did indeed develop an affection for members of the class.  Perhaps my needs for inclusion and affection had been unknown to me before; the development of a group showed me the benefits of joining.  I was just as skeptical of Festinger's Theory of Social Comparison.  When I read that Festinger believed that groups were formed so that members could evaluate their own opinions and abilities (Reasons for Joining a Group 20), I felt that the class was a joke.  I felt that I was taking the class for reasons other than joining a group.  After presenting with Jon and Nikki, however, I learned that through joining Ichiban and participating as a member, I was better suited to judge myself.  While presenting on the theories of groupthink, I said many things that I had originally not intended, but seemed to fit well with the presentation.  Ichiban had given me a chance to evaluate my own skills and I was proud with the results.  Without knowing it, I had joined a group and performed within both reasons presented by Shutz and Festinger. 


After joining the Ichiban group and the large class, I was faced with the concepts of positive and negative system feedback.  Both systems deal with change within the group. A short time after the trust issue with Mary and Steph, groups were asked to discuss how to deal with giving feedback and set up ground rules.  Ichiban decided that the group would be as open as possible, be considerate and respectful of others, and realize that a person giving feedback is not doing it out of spite, but rather to help the individual and the group develop.  This was an example of positive system feedback, because “the system (Ichiban) had been told to continue in the same direction” (The Structure of Systems 14).  Once we decided that being more open with each other would help, Jon, Nikki, Mary, Drew, Ruthann, Tina and I felt that we should continue to try to be more and more open.


Conversely, there were times when my subgroup in Ichiban was forced to implement negative system feedback. As the deadline for Ichiban's second project grew closer, Jon, Nikki and I kept procrastinating and putting it off.  We justified it to ourselves that we were all really busy and would work on it when we all had time. A week before the presentation, we realized our folly, and implemented negative system feedback in the sense that we decided to sit down and not put off the work any longer.  As Renz and Greg mention, negative system feedback is “directly related to a systems effort to maintain homeostasis” (The Structure of Systems 14).  By doing our work, we implemented a change in order to keep the group on task and working.


Being in team Ichiban, I was able to learn a great deal about the different levels of organizational processes as presented by Leroy Wells, Jr.  Individually working on my paper for my presentation, I was able to learn a great deal intrapersonally, as I had a lot of self reflection about the roles I have in a group and my group as a whole.  Interpersonally, I was able to learn through talking with Nikki about the class and how we felt about it; we both had similar ideas of what the class was like and how we felt our group was doing well as a whole. Also,  Ichiban had decided to divide into two groups, with Jon, Nikki, and myself forming subgroup A, while Drew, Ruthann, Tina and Mary formed subgroup B.  Within my subgroup, I was able to learn about the group level of organizational processes, working with Jon and Nikki in order to create the managing agreement presentation.  While it may be argued that working with the other subgroup for class work was not intergroup, I would argue otherwise.  Working with Subgroup B, I was able to learn a great deal about organization of differing groups and working together.  In our first full group assignment after dividing and starting to prepare, we ran into a few conflicts.  Within the subgroups, roles had started to develop and leadership issues were large between A and B. As a result, we had to learn to interact between the two groups.  The fifth level, interorganizational, was untouched as it deals mainly with a different group; while Ichiban dealt with other groups, each group was apart of one large group of the class.  Small Group Communication offered no real interactions with any groups outside of class.


COMM 352 also provided insight into the concept of the consensual validation of experience.  As Stefanie describes in the What We're Learning blog, we learned that to ensure consensual validation of experience, we must discuss the experience afterwards, because “even though you think you've had the same experience, it is usually not the case. Unless they specifically express that they agree or disagree (which seems to be the case in our class on a daily basis) discussing it after is the best way to see everyone's point of view.”  This was shown during a discussion on how we should let Steph grade our presentations.  My group decided upon a 70-30 ratio, in favor of students grade.  I was personally in favor of the opposite ratio.  Due to time constraints, however, Jon and Drew decided on the statistic and assumed that the rest of the group agreed.  No validation of experience had occurred, as my views were forgotten and ignored.


Throughout the entire class, I witnessed the affects of stereotyping first hand and was able to watch as my initial reactions towards people were either confirmed or changed.  From the first day, I started making impressions of people.  In many cases, the stereotypes were later changed as I learned more about the person.  As I stated in the Stereotypes blog, the first time that I met Jon, I made an impression of him which was vastly different from how I actually perceive him now.  My stereotypes of him had been based largely on preconceptions that I had had of the group of people in which I placed Jon, based solely on the little information I acquired in the first few days.  I had originally thought him to be a snob, based largely on how he dressed and carried himself; his nice, 'prep' clothes and his air of confidence suggested that he thought only of himself.  Learning of his court case at the beginning of the semester, I also believed that he was a troublemaker and probably not a good student.  When we both placed in a group at the beginning of the semester, however, I learned that I had been very wrong.  While confident, Jon was not full of himself. Instead, he was a rather intelligent person who listened to other's opinions before responding. 


Similarly, in the Stereotypes blog I learned that Jon had had stereotypes of me.  In the blog, Jon states that after meeting me, “I thought he would be a very intellectual, liberal, shy kind of kid. I based this on the way he dressed,” and that “he didn't really like me all that much because I was very different.” With the passage of time, however, Jon found that “we had similar ideas about group work.”  While he claims his stereotypes of intelligence and liberal views were correct, Jon also realized that “I tended to key on the similarities this time and I think we got along pretty well.”  Given time to learn who I really was, Jon found that his stereotype of us not getting along was incorrect.  


By overcoming the stereotypes, Jon and I both found that we were both able to work really well together, where our stereotypes had indicated we wouldn't.  However, I wasn't able to overcome all of my stereotypes in Small Croup Communication.  When I first met Terri, I formed an impression of her, based on how she talked and acted.  I had believed her to be a slacker, partying type of person, who rarely did any work.  Unfortunately, this stereotype was never fully changed.  With no large amount of group work together, I never got a chance to learn who Terri was, other than the person I heard joke in class.  Comments in the blog like, “Cowboy and cowgirl night! Yeehawwwwwww,” or “dude, i have a huge test in the AM and i can't stop watching tv” (Random Post of Ideas blog) only helped to encourage my preconceptions.  Also, seeing her miss certain classes helped to boost the idea of slacker in my mind, despite the fact that I had no way of knowing why she was missing class.  I assumed the most negative thing due to my stereotypes.  From others who have commented about how great she is in class, such as Sara, Liz, Mary, and Bryan, I know that my stereotypes are not necessarily true.  They still exist to some degree, however, as I have had no personal experiences to prove otherwise.


Throughout the practical applications used in class and their bearings on the reading, I was able to learn a great deal about myself and my interactions with other student.  Using this learning, I understand how to watch group development and monitor its homeostasis and organization.  I have also learned a great deal about how both myself and others interact and perceive people, as well as the problems that faulty perceptions and interactions can cause.  With all of this information, it is hoped that I will be able to perform better in future small group communication.  Knowing this, I have the ability to monitor myself and those around me to better interact, understand my own feelings, and consider those of others in better depth.
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