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Coopcrativc learning base groups are long-term groups with
stable membership that usually stay together for at lecast a term.
Base groups are appropriate when you have large numbers of stu-
dents in your classes and the subject matter is complex.

When you facilitate base groups, it will help you to under-
stand small-group development. Regardless of size or type, small
groups typically go through predictable stages over time.
Small-group development experts such as Kent Curtis, M. A. C.
Jensen, R. B. Lacoursiere, George Manning, Steve McMillen, and
B. W. Tuckman have named and deseribed these stages. According
to these experts, small groups move through four developmental
stages: forming, storming, norming, and performing. Obviously, it
is in the best interest of base groups to move through the first three
stages as quickly as possible in order to develop high performance
teams. If you, as facilitator, understand the stages of small-group
development, you likely will be better able to facilitate base groups
moving more quickly toward the fourth, high-performing stage.

Stage I, Forming. According to the experts, when groups
first come together and form, they need to deal with the issue of
trust. New groups are unclear on their purpose and members don’t
know what to expect. They are facing a new social situation, with
some discomfort and apprehension. Consequently, they likely will
be cautious. They’ll be trying to figure out what is going to hap-
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pen, who’s who in the group, where they fit in, and how they will
be treated by other group members. They’Il also be trying to figure
out what is OK behavior, what is the nature of their group’s tasks,
and how they will deal with each other to accomplish the task.
Interactions likely will be light and superficial and mostly dirccted
toward you, the formal leader. At this stage, groups will not have
developed any skill and knowledge as teams. When you first form
your base groups you can expect them to be cautious, excited, anx-
ious, and to perform at a low level. You also can expect individual
members to be anxious, searching for structure, silent, and cau-
tious with you and group members.

Stage II, Storming. Once the base groups have formed, they
usually move into a period of storming, when they need to deal
with the issue of conflict. In this stage, individual members will
react to what has to be done, question your authority, and feel in-
creasingly comfortable being themselves. The groups likely will
exhibit conflict and resistance to the task and structure, even as
they increase their productivity through increased skills and knowl-
edge. Members may express their concerns and frustrations more
openly, and feel freer to exchange ideas. At this stage, they are
learning to deal with differences in order to work together to meet
their goals. Typically, members will exhibit power struggles for
influence. Groups that don’t get through the storming stage suc-
cessfully will exhibit divisiveness and low creativity. After your
base groups have formed you can expect them to exhibit conflict
over the task and the structure. On some occasions you may have
individual members who: confront you, the cooperative learning
facilitator; polarize among the team members; test group tolerance;
and behave in a fight or flight manner.

Stage 111, Norming. This is the stage in which explicit or
implicit norms of behavior are developed that are considered es-
sential for the groups to accomplish their task. Order forms, as
does group cohesiveness. Members begin to identify with their
groups and develop acceptable ways to complete assignments, re-
solve differences, make decisions, and solve problems. They en-
joy meetings and exchange information among themselves freely.
Group (or team) productivity increases as skills and knowledge
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continue to develop. After your base groups have successfully
stormed, you can expect them to reach agreement on roles apq
tasks, and norms of behavior, including team member and | *ader-
ship behavior; and to increase their cohesiveness, morale, and pro-
ductivity. You also can expect individual members to shift from
power struggles to affiliation; from confusion to clarity; from pep-
sonal advantage to group success; and from detachment to involve-
ment.

Stage 1V, Performing. The fourth stage, the payoff stage, is
performing. If your base groups have successfully moved through
issues of membership, purpose, structure, and roles, they will now
be able to focus their energies on group performance: completing
tasks and solving problems together. They will take initiative and
achicve results. As they achicve progress, morale will go up and
they will have positive feelings about each other and their accom-
plishments as a team. Base groups will now be teams that business
and industry call “self-directed work teams.” They will no longer
be dependent upon you for direction and support; instcad, mem-
bers can take on Ieadership roles as necessary. You can expect your
performing base groups to ¢xhibit good communication and tcam-
work, individual commitment, high morale and group pride, and
high team performance. You can also expect base groups to use a
wide range of task and process behaviors: monitor and take pride
in group accomplishments: focus on goals as well as interpersonal
needs; and maintain the values and norms of the group. Individual
members will exhibit interpersonal trust and mutual respect, ac-
tively resolve conflict, actively participate, and be personally com-
mitted to the success of the aroup.

Your Role as Small-Group Development Facilitator. As
cooperative learning facilitator, you can help base groups move
through the first three stages of small-group development as quickly
as possible so they can reach the high performance stage. Accord-
ing to Manning et al. your sma ll-group development facilitator role
in cach of the four stages is slightly different.

In the forming stage, you can reduce uncertainty by: (1)
explaining the purpose of the groups and their goals, (2) providing
time for questions, (3) allowing time for members to get to know
cach other, and (4) modeli ng cxpected behaviors,
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In the storming stage, you can reduce cnn.ﬂict by: (1) hear-
ing all points of view; (2) aclx'no.wlcdgmg conflict as an (I)p‘poml]_
11i;y for improvement; (3) ad?mm.ng to core valtfcs, such a.s' t:Iu-t l]j
irust, and respeet; and (4) maintaining democratic and humanistic
ldul]si'n the norming stage, you can encourage norm develnpment‘
by: (1) modeling listening sklllls, (2) fostering an atmosl-Jh?l;:*. of
trust, (3) teaching and facilitating consensus, and (4) providing
team-centered learning.

In the performing stage, you can help groups sgcceed by:
(1) being prepared for temporary sctbacks, (2) ’rocumlng on ‘tas.!x
accomplishments and interpersonal support, (3.) providing feed-
back on the work of the groups, and (4) promoting and represent-
i ¢ groups.
i tl]l:d?:.i?llill1g et al. believe it is helpful to view cach otl‘thc. stages
in the life ofghroups from two points of view. “The ﬁr'st is interper-
sonal relationships. The group moves through prcdtcm'blc stages
of testing and dependency (forming), tension and conll‘hC;t (st(‘er-
ing), building cohesion (norming), ang finally, cstablishing func-
tional role relationships (performing). .

“At the same time, the group is struggling with accomplish-
ing tasks. The initial stage focuses on task definition anq [h? eX-
cl;anuc of information (forming). This is followed by.discqssmn
and cbonﬂict over the task (storming). Next comes a period of shm‘i
ing interpretations and perspectives ('normmg). P.lllall?f' a stage of
cf’ﬁ:clivc group performance is reached ( ]}Cl‘fm‘llll‘llg). ‘

If you and your base groups have done your_].obs L‘XCCthll%l_y
well, you will have groups that exhibit the “duzz!mg dozen char-
acteristics of effective teams described by Manning, ct al.:

1. Clear mission

2. Informal atmosphere

3. Lots of discussion

4. Active listening

5. Trust and openness

6. Disagreement is OK

7. Criticism is issuc oriented, never personal
8. Consensus is the norm
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9. Effective leadership
10. Clarity of assignments
I'1. Shared values and norms of behavior
12. Commitment

.Stage V, Adjourning. If you're an experienced cooperatj
¥carnmg base-group facilitator, you undoubtedly know the fifth st; 3
in .smal[‘-group development, one most of the experts don’t ad(lrél gé
adJ(l)urnmg. As your base groups ncar the end of the term 1hSS‘
typically will begin to think about how they will feel whén t{:y
groups are no longer groups. They usually will experience sor ;
sadness or regret at the idea of separation. o

In the adjourning stage, you can encourage closure by: (1
acknowledging and honoring the feelings about rclatiunships‘tl 1
have developed: and (2) allowing farewell rituals. If you have s]j
per high-performing groups, they may not even need your cncour:
agement. They may perform the task of closure—their final tagk
together—all by themselves. T
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Base Group
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Originally published in the Cooperative Learning and
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Included in the list of challenges for contemporary college
classrooms is empowering students to become not only success-
ful, but also caring adults who are committed to the academic suc-
cess of their peers. The popular press enumerates the need for
modern-day citizens to have well-developed communication and
collaboration skills. Unfortunately, these skills are not generally
reinforced in traditional classrooms, which maintain one-way com-
munication flowing from the instructor to the students and the
Jecture-practice-test sequence for learning. Cooperative-learning
structures used in college classrooms provide organized and sys-
tematic choices for varied learning experiences which foster the
development of social skills needed for collaboration and commu-
nication around academic tasks.

Onc valuable cooperative structure is base groups. Inour col-
lege courses we begin cach class session with a base-group meclt-
ing. Basc groups arc heterogencous, long-term cooperative-lcarning
groups with stable membership which meet regularly. The purpose
of these meetings is to provide cach member with support, encour-
agement, and assistance needed to complete assignments and make
good academic progress. Members hold cach other accountable
for striving to make academic progress.

For faculty members to use base groups, they must under-
stand how to sct them up, as well as what activitics to usc initially,
in the middle and at the close of the term. There is a solid rescarch
foundation supporting the use of base groups; they arc also gencr-
ally enjoyed by both students and instructors.
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Setting Up
Group Size

. In setting up base groups, the first decision that must be made
is the size of the groups. We have found that it is easier for a group
ol four students to get together outside of class to work on projects
or to build academic support for study and review together. This
size also allows for absenteeism or for students who drop the course
before the end of the term.

Assigning Students to Groups

The next decision to be made is the assignment of students to
groups. There are several methods that can be used to assign stu-
dents to groups: team-of-instructors’ assignment, random assign-
ment, student self-assignment, or individual-instructor assignment.
There are two types of classes which influence the group assign-
ments: cohort and regular classes. With a cohort of students v\:ho
are taking most of their courses together, a team of instructors would
meet to assign students to groups based on jointly-determined cri-
teria. These criteria might be based on: a) where students live, b)
transportation issues, or ¢) academic interests. These base groups
would then remain constant for all courses for the dm‘alio;ofthc
program (as long as four ycars in some cascs).

Forregular-class base groups, students might be assigned ran-
domly. Students would count off and join students with the same
number. For example, in a class of 32, students would count off
from 1-8, forming cight tcams of four. Another group-formation
plroccdurc would be to have students self-assign according to crite-
ria such as living in the same area, people you don’t kll(}:\’, differ-
ent gender and age, and full- and part-time students. After students
find each other, a data sheet can be produced as an initial assign-
ment where group members report information based on Cl'ilt;l'ia
:S‘pcciﬁcd for forming groups. This sheet would be turned in to the
mstructor for review to assure heterogeneity, and then placed in
the base-group folder for future reference by students and instruc-
tor.
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If the class is small, the instructor might employ other meth-
ods to determine group membership, such as a sociogram and/or
information gained from informal observations. A sociogram, of-
ten used by sociologists, is a method of gaining information about
group dynamics and/or interaction patterns among people. When
using a sociogram, the instructor asks students to list two or three
peers in class with whom they would like to go to a movie or have
a cup of coffce (social events) and to list two or three different
peers with whom they would like to work on a project or paper
(academic tasks). The instructor would then form groups ol three
or four people around isolated students, always reserving the right
to adjust the final group assignment based on academic ability.
social skills and other criteria important to the course. To use in-
formal observations for assigning students to groups an instructor
would gather data early in the course by observing student interac-
tions during group work and whole-class discussions. For cxample,
the instructor would note which students talk a great deal or seem
to pull away from the group, and which students appear to have a
solid knowledge base versus those who struggle with the course
content, This information is then used to form effective heteroge-
necous cooperative base groups.

After deciding on group size and composition, decisions must
be made as to what the members will do in their base groups. Be-
low are activities that can be used at the beginning, during or at the

end of a session.

Activities

Base groups meet at the beginning of cach class session.
Members pick up their base groups’ folders, arrange their desks or
sit two-by-two if in a lecture hall (or a room without moveable
chairs) and carry out basic activitics.

#Folders. Groups give themselves names which they write
on the tabs of their folders along with their group numbers. Group
members also write their names on the outside of the folders. Some
groups may choose to decorate their folders with things they have
in common or symbols that represent their groups. This might be
an ongoing task for the groups. In a class of 100 with 25 or more
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basg groups, we take pictures of the groups on the day they ar
assi gncq to their base groups. During the next session students ta ]
these plCtL.ll‘CS to the inside of their folders, writing their naml;e
across their pictures. This practice helps us learn students’ namcS
faster so we can refer to them by name, in and outside of class ans
when they send E-mail during and after the course. l
*Routine Tasks. Attendance can be taken in the group. The
Membership Grid (sce Trust/Sell Disclosure Tasks) cal; be used a
the attendance record by having students write absent on it ifj
person is missing rather than allowing it to be filled in the nex(t
time the person attends class. Other records can be kept by the
base group as well if this is important in the course (i.c., hours
§1)ctlt in lab or internship or fieldwork since the last session, or
interviews completed). ,
”“I‘i'mluewark Check. Students check one anothers” homework
to secif'it is complete, if there were any problems with the assign-
ment or with understanding the material. Arrangements can be made
fora (lm_c outside of class when the base group can meet to provide
ac-gdcnuc or cognitive support to group members. Checklists of
skills, concepts, processes and procedures can be completed within
groups to determine the kind of support members need in order to
understand the information in the course.
Other interesting activities to complete at the beginning of
class meetings include: }
*?}‘uxt/SeU'Disclos.'.rre Tasks. With this task students share
something personal about themselves. This is entered on a Mem-
bership Grid which gives the history of the group. Questions can
be posed, such as favorite teacher and why, favorite relative and
\yhy, farthest place from this room traveled, most dangerous expe-
l‘.lC]lCt‘, hobby, qualities of a best friend, famous pcrsoi you would
like to learn from, person who had the most impact on your life
whn:l:e and with whom you learned to resolve conflict l'avorilc;
movic, best thing that happened to you since last scssi(;n and so
forth. These questions provoke self disclosure which [Eicili;zllcs the
pcrsona.[ support that group members need to become a connected
!);'oductlvc group. (For more information on using and understand-
ing small groups sce the previous article.) i
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*Review of Relevant Learning. Periodically, we check what
the students have read, thought about, or done that is relevant to
the course since the last session. Each member gives a succinct
summary of this to his/her base group. Sometimes students are asked
to do a One Minute Paper individually before they share with their
groups. This can be turned in via the group folder for the instructor
to review. Students might bring resources they have found or cop-
ies of articles and other work they wish to share with their group
members.

#Peer Editing of Required Papers. Before papers are handed
in to the instructor, base group members can peer edit them. They
might check grammar, organization, style and other aspects of the
writing process. We find that papers arc of much higher quality
when students are given some class time for peer editing.

*Group Processing. To assist groups to function better, stu-
dents are periodically asked to reflect on and give feedback to each
other and the instructor about working together. Students might
answer questions on what they like about each other, what they
like about themselves, how they would rate themselves and the
other group members on their involvement in their groups. Stu-
dents might be asked to write about what is going well in their
groups, what needs to be improved and how they will do this. Team
members sign these papers, put them in the folders for the instruc-
tor to review and use for group processing activitics. Reflection on
how the groups are working helps to improve the functioning of
the groups. Without this reflection, dysfunctional groups tend to
remain that way throughout the term and students become angry
and bitter about group work. To have honest processing, however,

the trust level must be high in the groups. Trust activities are an
important aspect of building effective group functioning,

During class sessions, base groups can be used for both in-
formal and formal cooperative-group work.

“Informal Group Interactions. When lecturing or making a
longer presentation, instructors break “teacher talk™ into shorter
periods of time (for adults about 10-15 minute time blocks). At the
end of that “talk” time, students arc asked to turn to their base
groups or to one member of their base group and answer a ques-
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tion that the instructor has posed based on the information just
presented. This process transforms the students into active rathey
than passive learners. Students are randomly selected from differ-
ent groups to present a response based on the interaction with theijy
partners. Sometimes they give written responses which are thep
placed in the folders. During an hour session, this may be done
three or four times.

“Formal Group Work., Students complete g
formally-structured group project in their base groups on an area
of concern or issue in the field. We use base groups when hetero-
geneity is important or changing groups is not critical to the project,
At other times we use other team configurations based on grade
level or subject arca when base groups would not be as effective.
The decision to use base groups or to form different groups for a
project is dependent on the outcome desired. For example, a case
study analysis can be done by forming groups using onc person
from three different base groups. Or, a Jigsaw of course material
could be structured with the base group being the teaching/learn-
ing group with individuals studying and planning how to tcach
their section with members of other base groups who have respon-
sibility for the same scction of the materials.

At the end of class sessions, base groups can be used for clo-
surc. Some of these tasks might be similar to those used at the
beginning or during the class session.

*Closing Tasks. At the end of the session, base-group mem-
bers should check to sce that each member understands the
assignment(s) and if anyone will need support. This checking might
take the form of a meeting or just talking with each other on the
telephone between sessions. Group members might set goals about
what they will read or have completed before the next session. In
addition, members might discuss what they learned during the ses-
sion. They might even check their notes to be sure they have all of
the important information. Further, members might discuss how
they can apply what they learned during the session in a real-life
situation. Group members might rate themselves as to how well
they worked together during the day. And, of course, there should
be a celebration of the hard work and learning which took place.
Someone in each group is responsible for being sure all papers are
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in the base-group folder and that the folder is returncd to the in-
structor prior to leaving class.

Research Support

The research support for using cooperative base groups is
extensive. .

*Social Support. Social psychology tells us that “receiving
social support and being held accountable for appropriate l?chav-
ior by peers who care about you and have a long-term cownmment
to your success and well-being is an important aspect of progress-
ing through college” (Johnson & Johnson, 1989).

"~ %dchievement and Productivity. Cooperative efforts result
in high achicvement and greater productivity than competitive or
individualistic efforts (Johnson & Johnson, 1997).

“Concern for Self and Others. Conger (1988) found that
without a balance between concern for self and concern for others,
concern for sell led to a banality of life and, even worse, to
self-destructiveness, rootlessness, loneliness, and alienation. Indi-
viduals are empowered, arc given hope and purpose, and experi-
ence meaning when they contribute to the well-being of others
within an interdependent ¢ffort.

#Sense of Belonging. When students feel they are supported
and known by other students, they tend to feel less alicnated and
more positive about remaining in college. This kind of support has
been shown to combat dropping out of school (Johnson & Johnson,
1989).

Conclusion

Cooperative-learning base groups are at the heart of all our
courses. We have collected data and comments from students con-
cerning their feelings about being in base groups. Not only do stu-
dents benefit through both personal and academic support, we as
instructors benefit.

#Student Comments: Some students have reported that:

“Base groups helped me to develop a connection with other

students. It forced me to expand my friendships,
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. As a new student to college, it was a reassuring way to get
adjusted to classes,”
(1
I'had people to count on when I missed class,”
Ll 2 % 2
The tasks we did at the beginning of each class as a base
TI y 1 - - i ~ o B 1
group got us on task and kept me on schedule for readings and
assignments,
Having feedback from other students and forming answers
made the material clearer,” and :
I felt more prepared for large group discussions.”
* 4 - 4 i 1
Authors” Experiences. After using base groups over sey-
cral years in teaching both undergraduate and graduate courses
we have found that: !
We can both view and be part of the social interaction
£ A " O G 2 '
. We hear and can address student concerns quickly and house-
keeping chores can be taken care of expeditiously.
= 3 . . . ) .- ’
Absent students can get remedial assistance from their
base-group members,
D ) _ . o
Ready-made groups are set up for activities, and
*Nac . NS HE : .
llBasc groups prov ide constant, appropriate modeling of col-
laborative cfforts in the classroom.

. As mcm? carcers usc teamwork to meet goals, institutions of
higher education have an obligation to change the paradigm of how
we conduct courses. When students interact with each other, we
see that they not only achieve at higher levels, they also care n!]orc
about each other. Even though structuring and organizing basc
groups requires time and thought initially, the bcncﬁ[s 111011‘ than
pay back the time and effort for both instructors and students. Base
groups have been a gold mine in our courses. .

D 1 structured Controversy/
Constructive Controversy

David W. Johnson, Roger T. Johnson
and Karl A. Smith

Originally published in the Cooperative Learning and
College Teaching newsletter, Spring, 1993.

Using academic conflicts for instructional purposes is one
of the most dynamic and involving, yet least-used teaching strate-
gies. Although creating a conflict is an accepted writer’s tool for
capturing an audicence, teachers often suppress students” academic
disagreements and conscquently miss out on valuable opportuni-
ties to capture their own audiences and enhance lcarning.

Controversy exists when one student’s ideas, information,
conclusions, theories, and opinions are incompatible with those of
another. Structured academic controversics are most often con-
trasted with concurrence secking. debate, and individualistic learn-
ing. For instance, students can inhibit discussion to avoid any dis-
agreement and compromise quickly to reach a consensus while
they discuss the issue (concurrence-secking). Or students can ap-
point a judge and then debate the different positions with the ex-
pectation that the judge will determine who presented the better
position (debate). Finally, students can work independently with
their own set of materials at their own pace (individualistic learn-

ing).

Structured Controversy in Environmental
Education

Topics on which we have developed curriculum units include
the following and many others: “What caused the dinosaurs cx-
tinction? Should the wolf be a protected species? Should coal be
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