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COMPILATION: group size and participation in whiteboarding

Date:    Mon, 28 Nov 2005

From:    Paul Fang 

Subject: Groups

I've noticed that when I have groups of 3 whiteboarding, the students are more likely to contribute to the whiteboard (no one slacks off). However, when I have groups of 4 (which I often do because of class size), there tends to be a student who sits back and slacks off during the writing session (I guess my hope was that they'd at least discuss the problem even if they're not the person writing).  It seems unfair that 3 students are doing all the work (discussing/writing) and one student isn't.  I'd like to hear some suggestions as to how you get EVERYONE involved and prevent students from freeloading off other students' work. 

Do you give individual grades for WB? (I tend to not grade WB)

Do you assign roles?  What roles do you assign?  Have a different student write each time?

Do you walk over and just remind them?

Do you have other ideas?

(fyi-  I use both the presentation method and circle method)


-------------------

Date:    Tue, 29 Nov 2005 

From:    Tim Burgess 

Paul,

   Good to hear from you!  Glad to see you have problems that you recognize.

   Groups of 3 appear (even in the literature on such topics) to generate more participation.  Sometimes with limitations on space, boards and/or equipment we must find a way to live with 4. That means you can have (A) two different socially focused interactions, or (B) 3 participants and 1 drop out.  I think (A) is much more common but (B) is also a problem (as you obviously have detected!)

   Some solutions that COULD positively impact the situation:

(1) Only form groups of 2 or 3.

(2) Make clear how important participation is to you (as a general announcement). Talk about how important talking and participating is, in learning how to figure out.  Give a sales pitch on the issue.

(3) Continually meander and monitor/engage teams of students in a positive manner, encouraging discussion and non-threatening questions.  Especially listen to the isolated student-talk with non-participants privately, and encourage their participation while recognizing the challenges of too many in a group -- ask questions and engage the isolated member in as positive manner as you can.

(4) Require every team member to present some feature of the whiteboard. Encourage exchanges that are informative.

    There is also an undercurrent driven by who you are and your vision of how you motivate in your classroom.  Each teacher has their own approach and so "one size fits all" responses can be disastrous at worse, ineffective or revolutionary (in a positive manner).  The managerial skills of the teacher, the expectations of the teacher and the personality of the teacher all play a role.  That is why, in the end, you need to make a decision that fits you (in handling this problem).

    I focus on giving students freedom (without confrontation) and trying to convince them of how important it is that they contribute.  Sometimes, in the short run, this can seem disastrous because some students are naturally reluctant to participate (for a variety of personal reasons).  Coercing or requiring participation is a gamble and can have a significant negative impact as well as "jump starting" contributions. Sometimes in the long run the private focus on a relationship can be the answer (in my case this seems to work best if you have the time!)  Sometimes the size of the class precludes any such possibility (as possibly in your case) for personally relating.  I had to deal with that in public schools for quite a few years (and it is difficult to deal with!)

   Finally there is the constitution of the team itself. Putting a student less prepared and easily intimidated with 3 competitive high performers can also yield the 4th guy out syndrome and even worse.

   So managing discourse is much more than just asking the right questions.  


--------------------

Date:    Wed, 30 Nov 2005 

From:    "K. Fincher" 

In response to Paul about whiteboarding.

I've tried several things which work temporarily.  I made a grading sheet for whiteboarding.  It has things on it like: all group members participated, legible writing, appropriate vocal level/clarity, asked at least two appropriate questions of other groups, etc.  When my students start to slump I pull the sheets out and grade their whiteboard discussions.

Another thing I've done is put all the slackers into the same group.  This may sound harsh, but I've had really good results from it.  You could also require that each student in a group present part of that group's whiteboard.

When the students are whiteboarding worksheets, I sometimes get out my smaller whiteboards (I have 30 of them) and have EACH student in the group prepare a whiteboard of their assigned problem.  It is especially interesting when the kids in the group have different ideas about the solution.

I agree about the group size.  I prefer groups of three, too.                           
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