Hazards of Group Papers/Projects

Because of the difficulties inherent in scheduling meetings and reaching agreement on
how to approach problems, if students can figure out a way to run a group assignment
into an individual one, the will do it. Thus, if required to produce a polished document of
more than a page or two, groups will adopt one of three approaches, each of which
usually has negative effects on both learning and group cohesiveness. For example:

1. The majority of groups will decide to split up the writing task by assigning parts of
the paper to the member who has the highest level of expertise in each part. This
improves the quality of at least some of the pieces, but also increases the probability
that:

e students will learn very little outside of their area of expertise;

¢ the finished product will be disjointed and the pieces will vary in quality;

e students will tend to see the issues from their narrow perspective and fail to see either
the “big picture” or the merits of other points of view.

2. Others will delegate the actual writing to one member of the group. This improves
the flow of the paper but also increases the probability that:

e only the designated writer has the opportunity to learn very much that is outside of his
or her area of expertise;

e only the writer has realistic opportunity to develop a “big picture” perspective;

e interpersonal conflict will develop within the group because: a) the writer will resent
being stuck with an inordinate share of the work and/or b) non-writers will be angry if
their input gets ignored or the product isn’t a good one.

3. Group members will occasionally work shoulder to shoulder around a computer
terminal and write the paper together. If successful (it usually isn’t) most groups will
discard this method in favor of one of the above methods because it results in a higher
quality group product but also:

e interferes with learning because students spend much of their time talking about
punctuation, wording, and sentence structure rather than the concepts themselves;

e is so inefficient and frustrating that the main thing students remember is how painful
it is to work in a group.
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