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CLASSROOM DYNAMICS
	“Success depends less on materials, techniques and linguistic analysis and more on what goes on inside and between people in the classroom.”                                                                                               (Stevick 1980: 84)


1.
What is Group Dynamics

Group dynamics is concerned with the scientific analysis of the behaviour of small groups. A group of language learners in a school setting will become part of a social context, in which morale, motivation, self-image – both the presence and lack of them – will have a significant impact on the quality of individual and collaborative learning.
Two considerations have lead to the development of group dynamics :

“1. Groups have been found to have a ‘life on their own’ – that is, individuals in groups behave differently from the way they do outside the group […].

2. Although groups vary in size, purpose, composition and character, even the most different kinds of groups appear to share some fundamental common features, making it possible to study ‘the group’ in general.”. (Dörnyei & Murphey 2003:3)
Aims of group dynamics:

· to study a wide range of issues concerning group life and group characteristics;

· to define general tendencies in the development and functioning of different types of groups;

· to identify factors that affect the behaviour of a particular group (e.g. the physical environment, the amount of time learners spend together, whether its a language school or state education setting etc.);

· to study the role of the teacher as group leader.

2.
Why study groups? What is a group?

· A group is a “resource pool that is greater in any given area than the resources possessed by any single member”. (Douglas, 1983 in Dörnyei & Malderez, 1997: 66)

· Groups can be a fundamental source of motivation for its members to learn the target language: they serve as reference groups providing guidelines and standards for their members to enable them to evaluate themselves, to measure themselves, to adjust their attitudes, beliefs and behaviour (Dörnyei & Malderez, 1997).

· “Groups are particularly good at combining talents and providing innovative solutions to possible unfamiliar problems; in cases where there is no well-established approach/procedure, the wider skill and knowledge set of the group has a distinct advantage over that of the individual.” (Blair 1991:1)

· Groups can facilitate (and hinder) language learning as group processes are responsible for:

· the presence or lack of individual involvement;

· the presence or lack co-operation between group members;

· the quality and quantity of interaction between members;

· issues related to student behaviour, order and discipline in the classroom;

· students’ relationship with their peers and the teacher;

· learner and teacher satisfaction (cf. Dörnyei & Malderez, 1997; Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998).

Conclusion: “Learning about group dynamics and organising well-functioning groups will go a long way toward facilitating smooth classroom management and enhancing student performance.” (Dörnyei & Murphey 2003:11)

3.
Stages of Group Life

	Tuckman & Jensen (1965)
	Ehrman & Dörnyei (1998)
	Hadfield (1992)

	1. forming 

2. storming          

3. norming
4. performing
5. adjourning / mourning
	1. formation 

2. transition (inc. storming & norming)

3. performing 

4. dissolution
	1. forming
2. maintaining (inc. storming, norming & performing)

3. disbanding


General considerations:

· there is consensus about the first and last stages of the process;

· the main features which are most characteristic of the “middle” stage(s) show considerable overlaps;

· stages after group formation do not necessarily follow each other in linear succession; i.e. “...even well-prepared teachers might be disappointed to see that in spite of all their efforts some of their groups do not seem to reach the ‘performing’ stage. What actually happens is that, after the ‘forming’ stage, the ‘storming’ and ‘norming’ stages repeat themselves over and over again, perhaps for months or years.” (Enyedi, 1997: 3);

· maintaining or looking after the transition of groups tends to be much more difficult, time-consuming than helping them to form;
3.1
Group Forming

In state education there are usually two possibilities, each requires slightly different approaches:

1. ‘New group’: members meeting the new teacher virtually at the same time as they meet each other;

2. ‘Old group’: most members have been together for some time, the only new “member” is the teacher. 

The focus will be on:

A) Intermember relations as they manifest themselves in the group, either in the form of already existing or newly arising patterns (e.g. the presence or lack of attraction, acceptance, empathy, willingness to co-operate). Some factors facilitating intermember relations:

· physical closeness or distance;

· amount of contact in and outside class;

· quantity and quality of interaction in class;

· unity against the common enemy;

· feeling of common threat;

· learning about and from each other;

· completing group tasks together etc.

B) Establishing group norms for the group which describe behaviour that is essential for the effective functioning of the group. To enable group members to internalise commonly accepted norms; explicit norm-building procedures are necessary at an early stage in a group’s life. These may include:

· setting groundrules; establishing code of conduct (obligatory);

· creating and signing learning contracts (optional);

· re-negotiate rules during process if necessary (optional)
In Hungarian state school settings, due to the slightly different working culture of an EFL class from that of the school itself, the norms set and accepted by a group for English lessons may be different from the unwritten rules of the respective school.

3. Maintaining a Group
This process may last for 4 to 6 years in a state school setting. During this period learners go through significant individual changes and so do the groups in which they operate. The ultimate aim is to achieve a certain degree of group cohesion, which is “manifested by members seeking each other out, providing mutual support, and making one another welcome in the group.” (Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998: 76-77)

To maintain a group, teachers need:

· to continue work on intermember relationships (in a group of 18 students there are over 150 potential relationships to look after!);

· to make sure all members interact with all the others in the long run (seating arrangements are often changed, reseating, pairing and grouping activities are used to break the mould of territoriality, etc.);

· to help learners establish trust for each other;

· to participate in activities to offer learners a chance to know her or him better;

· to offer learners feedback on their performance and/or the development of the group;

· to keep cool when crisis situations emerge, to be able to find solutions to deal with them;

· to exploit the group as source of knowledge, experience and emotions (this can be done through student-generated tasks, projects etc.);

· to check regularly whether established norms are kept – if not, whether they need revising;

· to rely on the group;

· to make them assume responsibility for things they do in and out of the classroom for their own learning; etc.

3.3
Disbanding a Group

This is the stage that is often ignored even by teachers who otherwise spend considerable time working on the development of their groups.

The main focus of disbanding (adjourning, mourning, dissolution) needs to be on:

· gathering feedback on the experience from the point of view of individuals (learner and teacher) and the group as a whole;
· looking back - evaluate what has been achieved, remembering highlights of the group’s life;
· looking ahead - see how the group’s learning experience will affect similar experience in the future;
· establishing modes of networking after group experience has finished.
4.
Teacher as Group Leader

The leader is “a member of a group who influences the group’s progress towards a goal.” (Gall & Gall, 1994 in Enyedi 1997: 6) In less optimistic terms, as every “group has both beneficial and detrimental features; it is a function of leadership to enhance the former and minimise the latter”. (Ehrman & Dörnyei, 1998: xii)
A group may identify a goal that lies outside the framework of the class, or of the school – a “good group” is not necessarily teacher-friendly!

If a teacher, misuderstanding school democracy, fails to assume leadership in a class, inevitably a self selected leader will emerge from the group itself upsetting the power relationships in the class, which might result in unmanageable discipline problems.
4.1
Language teachers as group leaders

As EFL lessons are “only partly about the foreign language, partly they are about the pupils and their ideas, [...] the role of the language teacher is different from that of most other subject teachers. Instead of being sources of information who hand down this information to a largely passive audience, language teachers can be seen as orchestra conductors who co-ordinate and facilitate the work of the group. At the same time, the teacher may be expected to undertake the bulk of the maintenance function in her groups (and not just in one group!)...” (Enyedi, 1997: 8)
· A teacher in a school is the only member of the group who, by the nature of her function, is absent from the group 80–90% of the time.

· Even the most group-dynamically conscious, student-centred teacher reverts to higher levels of teacher control when facing crisis or overdemanding and confronting group issues.

· As learners have to adjust their attitudes, modes of working, behaviour to the expectations and norms of several teachers, we language teachers have to do the same with the different groups we have.  Norms and modes that work well in and with one group may fail in another.
       The lecture and the handout itself is based on the work of Péter Rádai, who hosted this lecture in CETT for many years.
Set Reading  (All the titles below are available in the library and/or in the SAC.)

 Dörnyei Z., & Malderez, A. (1997). Group dynamics and foreign language teaching. System,  25/1. 65–81.
A great theoretical summary which contains plenty of practical suggestions as well. (Available  – for reference only! – in the SEAS Library in multiple copies!)

 Enyedi. Á. (1997). “Whose group is it anyway? PhD assignment at Eötvös University. (Unpublished in this form) A critical look at research and theory: focus on the Hungarian state education teacher, learner and their groups. (Available  – for reference only! –  in the SEAS Library in multiple copies!)

Further Reading  
Blair, G. M. (1991). Groups that Work. IEE Engineering Management Journal. Vol 1. Issue 3. 
http://www.see.ed.ac.uk/~gerard/Management/art0.html?http://oldeee.see.ed.ac.uk/~gerard/Management/art0.html [Accessed 3rd January, 2003]

An excellent and easily accessible overview from a business management point of view, most of which is applicable in education contexts.

Hadfield, J. (1992). Classroom dynamics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

A classic resource book with more than 100 tasks, ideas. A must when you teach. It also contains short but also very practical introductory passages to chapters and sub-chapters the reading of which is highly recommended!

Dörnyei, Z. & Murphey, T. (2003). Group Dynamics in the Language Classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


The most recent, highly practical and accessible handbook.

Ehrman M. E., & Dörnyei, Z. (1998). Interpersonal Dynamics in Second Language Education. Thousand Oaks: 
Sage.

The first comprehensive account of the relevant body of knowledge and of research findings. It is both theoretical and practical, a rare example of researchers speaking EFL teachers’ language. 
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