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Recently, I made an important discovery. Well, at least a discovery important to first-year college writers at UNCG. The discovery: Group Assignments have the potential to be the most successful work you can do while in college. 

Allow me to explain why. 

Many of us are filled with terror and disdain at even the slightest hint of a group assignment. The hair on the back of our necks stands up as we see the instructor present the telltale signs of one likely to ask us to work with others. We know the signs. The syllabus with a section on healthy “group dynamics.” A portion of your grade is based on “group participation.” Sometimes, the instructor might even use words like “community” or “colleagues.” These indicators point to one thing: your classroom experience will definitely involve group assignments and activities.

But have no fear.

What I am about to tell you will literally change the way you approach group assignments for the rest of your life. Most of us have had the proverbial “bad experience” with group work during our high school years. Some of those experiences resulted in making bad grades, for others jail time. Whatever the results, though, most of us tell the same tale: “I did all the work and nobody else lifted a finger.” This, or some variation, is the story many of us carry with us when we talk about group work. 

Do you know what this means?

The groups you participate with in your English 101 class will be phenomenal. If we are telling the truth, everyone in your group will be that person who did all the work. So let’s say you are going to be in a group with three other people. That means your group will have four people used to doing all the work, the ones always striving to achieve greatness, and the ones unfamiliar with terms like “failure.” No more terror at the mere mention of the word “community.” No more “bad experiences” while working with others. Your group work in English 101 at UNCG will be nothing if not spectacular. In fact, I am excited just thinking about all the great things you will accomplish. 

Of course.

Working with other talented people can be hard too. The idea of working with others often sounds ineffective and troublesome. Our natural tendencies in the classroom are to pull away from our group and complete our specific tasks all alone. However, if we keep in mind that we are working with the best of the best, it stands to reason that our work would be even better if we pool our talents and work for a common cause. So let me offer a few suggestions on how to make the most of your experience working in groups. 
Collaborate, Don’t Coordinate


One of the fatal flaws of any group is dividing up responsibilities for tasks at the beginning of the project, and then gathering right before the project is due to compile each person’s individual piece of the project. While this approach might seem efficient, simply coordinating individual projects is not the same as collaborating. Collaboration requires that we remain involved throughout the process. As a group decide who will head-up different parts of the project, but don’t ask that person to complete the entire portion. Rather, plan on meeting frequently and gather feedback from each other. Allow the documents you write to reflect the voice of your group. Sit down at the computer together and craft your sentences as friends and colleagues. The beauty of this approach is not only will it reflect your group’s thoughts and ideas - it will also be a sounder document because it had lots of eyes reviewing it.

Listen To Understand


Another thing we often struggle with when working in groups is communication. Sometimes we don’t seem to have a lot in common with our group members and this can be uncomfortable. There are probably lots of complicated ways to talk about creating positive group dynamics, but I think a simple idea might help us more: listen to understand.


We come from various backgrounds and thereby have different strategies for reading our world. These differences are what make groups so dynamic and interesting. Listen to each other, but listen to understand. If you are not quite sure what someone meant ask him or her a follow-up question. In fact, ask clarifying questions until you and the other person agree that you are talking about the same things. If you are a big talker, be aware of this and ask others to offer insight. If you tend to hold back comments, take a crack at offering your ideas. Listening is how we get to know each other, and when we know each other we feel more comfortable working together.  This feeling of comfort is crucial to a successful group project.

One Vision, Many Pieces


A group assignment does not eliminate scheduling conflicts, after school jobs, or athletic practice. We lead busy, fast-paced lives, and more often than not the thought of working with a group means trying to create more time in our schedules. So, while you should collaborate as much as possible, it is unrealistic to believe that you will be able to complete absolutely every portion of an assignment as a collective. 


Scheduling conflicts make it crucial for groups to cast a vision for their completed project. Early on in your work together you will need to decide what you want to accomplish. Write these ideas down and give everyone a copy. Your group has a common mission – the assignment, which means you need to have a mission statement or in the case of English 101, a vision of the finished project. 


What is crucial here is to think of the whole project and not individual sections. You might be able to arrange deck chairs exquisitely, but if the ship is sinking it probably doesn’t matter too much. This is the same with group work. You might complete your portion of the work, but if that work does not fit seamlessly into the larger project it will be all for naught.
Party Time


When you are completed with your project, CELEBRATE. You’ve completed something with others and that is something of which to be proud. Working in groups is not only important to English 101, its crucial to many of the things we will do during our undergraduate years and in the future. Don’t take these experiences for granted. Develop friendships. Learn about people you might never take the time to meet. Learn about yourself and how you fit into a group. The opportunity to work with others should not be taken lightly. After all, you are getting to work with the best of the best.
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