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PREFACE

Working in Groups is a texthook that balances small group communication the-
ory and practice in order to meet the needs of today’s college students. Our
research and writing have been guided by one overriding principle that asks,
“What do students enrolled in an introductory small group communication
course really need to know?” Two criteria helped us answer this question. The
first was making sure that we included both classic and current theories of
small group communication that focus on “how groups work.” The second crite-
rion was making sure that we included practical information on small group
communication skills that emphasizes “how to work in groups.” These criteria
helped us select and balance the amount and types of theory and skills appro-
priate for an introductory college course in small group communication.

Many years of teaching small group communication units, courses, and
training workshops have impressed us with the wealth of real-world experi-
ences that our students bring to the classroom. Whether they are traditional
college freshmen or adult learners, their varied backgrounds and cultural per-
spectives have taught us how important it is for all of us to respect and adapt
to the different ideas, beliefs, and values expressed in groups. What is often
missing, however, is an understanding of how to interpret and use these expe-
riences to improve the group process. Such an understanding requires famil-
iarity with the theories, research, methods, and skills found in the academic
study of small group communication. To meet this goal, Working in Groups
includes several new and inviting topic areas, methods, and features for the
instructor and reader.

Central Metaphor: Balance

As a way of integrating small group communication theory and research into
the communication practices of successful groups, Working in Groups relies on
a central metaphor: Balance. Effective groups and members learn to balance:
Member Needs & Group Goals
Participation & Leadership
Task Functions & Maintenance Functions
Verbal Communication & Nonverbal Communication
Cohesiveness & Conflict
Seeking Consensus & Offering Arguments
Structured Procedures & Creative Thinking
Shared Perceptions & Respect for Differences
Speaking Skills & Listening Skills
Using the concept of balance to guide the writing of this textbook led us to
emphasize strategic decision making and rhetorical choices. Effective groups
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do not just happen; conscientious members use communication strategies and
skills to make what happens in groups meaningful and productive. The key to
successful group communication is achieving balance between the complex and
even competing elements that occur any time there is interaction among three
or more interdependent people working toward a common goal.

Textbook Format and Chapters

Working in Groups is organized into four major sections:

Part I: Basic Group Concepts, provides an introduction to some of the
most basic theories and principles of small group communication including the
importance and nature of group communication, the formation and develop-
ment of small groups, and the theories and practice of effective small group
leadership and participation.

Part II: Interaction Skills, examines specific communication principles
and competencies required of effective group members including communica-
tion confidence, listening ability, verbal and nonverbal communication skills,
and strategies for expressing differences and managing conflict.

Part III: Achieving Group Goals, focuses on task-specific competencies
common to most work groups including planning and conducting meetings,
decision-making and problem-solving methods, argumentation in groups, and
making presentations in, for, and by groups.

Part IV: Resources and Tools, serves as a “how to” section focusing on
methods and tools essential for efficient and effective group action in specific
settings and circumstances. Separate chapters cover how to gather and analyze
researched information, how to write and use meeting agendas and minutes,
how to follow and apply parliamentary procedure, and how to take advantage
of communication technology in groups.

Although the chapters may be read and taught in sequence, the textbook is
written so that chapters can be used in any order. Each chapter is self-con-
tained. However, given that group communication is rarely as orderly as the
chapters of a book, convenient Toolboxes are placed in each chapter to refer
readers to other sections of the textbook for a more comprehensive treatment
of related subjects.

Special Topics and Features

In addition to the standard subjects found in most small group communication
courses, we have included several topics that are neglected in or absent from
many textbooks. These features evolved as we continued to ask ourselves,
“What do our students really need to know about small group communication?”
The answers to this question led to the inclusion or expansion of the following
topics:
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Leadership Leadership is introduced early in the textbook and treated as
one of the most important variables in effective group communication. We
emphasize that effective leaders are able to make strategic decisions and use
communication skills to mobilize group members toward a shared goal.

Participation An entire chapter is devoted to the responsibilities and skills
of effective members. In addition to including the standard functional roles of
participants, we use personality theory to help readers understand and adapt
to the different ways in which members perceive and make decisions about
themselves and their groups. A major section is devoted to methods for dealing
with the difficulties that often arise during the interaction among group
members.

Communication Apprehension in Groups Because so many people expe-
rience speaking anxiety, the texthook devotes significant attention to the sub-
Ject of communication apprehension and its relationship to group process and
member confidence.

Listening in Groups An entire chapter is devoted to the difficult task of lis-
tening in a group setting, including ways to improve the listening behavior of a
group by capitalizing on the relationship between listening abilities and mem-
ber roles.

Expressing Differences Several approaches to dealing with differences in
groups emphasize the necessity and value of constructive conflict. In addition
to traditional methods of conflict management, we encourage the use of medi-
ation as a process to help groups and their members express and resolve
differences.

Decision Making and Argumentation In addition to a major chapter on
group decision making and problem solving, the textbook includes a complete
chapter en argumentation designed to help group members advance their own
viewpoints and analyze the views of others.

Planning and Conducting Meetings A separate chapter is devoted to run-
ning effective meetings. In addition to highlighting the important role of chair-
persons and responsible group members, we provide suggestions for dealing
with many of the common duties and problems that arise before, during, and
after meetings.

Agendas and Meetings The importance of using agendas and recording
accurate minutes is emphasized in a chapter that also provides sample agen-
das and minutes from formal and informal group meetings.

Parliamentary Procedure Because many public and private organizations
rely on parliamentary procedure to ensure civil and organized meetings,
Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly Revised is used to explain the basics of parlia-
mentary procedure.
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Technology and Groups In addition to face-to-face communication, con-
temporary groups must consider when and how to use advanced technology to
help them achieve their goals. These technologies include teleconferences,
videoconferences, decision-making software, computer-aided design, and other
technological applications.

Gender and Cultural Differences Because every group member brings a
unique background and perspective to the group process, we devote special
attention to the ways in which gender and cultural differences affect the task
and social dimensions of a group. We urge all group members to make a con-
certed effort to understand, respect, and adapt to the rich diversity found in
most groups.

Instructional Features

Working in Groups incorporates several features designed to help readers and
instructors link the theories of small group communication (how groups work)
with communication skills (how to work in groups). In some cases, theories sug-
gest specific methods and practices; in other cases, experiential and collabora-
tive learning exercises are used to demonstrate the value and applications of
theories.

Theories, Methods, and Tools The textbook emphasizes that the best way
to study groups is to balance an understanding of theories, methods, and tools
with practical experience. Without theories, group members may not under-
stand why methods and tools work in one situation and fail in others. Without
underlying theories, they may not appreciate the experiences and conse-
quences of group communication and action.

TOOLBOXES Toolboxes are cross-references to the theories, methods, and
tools found in other chapters. Although the textbook’s chapters follow a logical
sequence, toolboxes help readers use other sections of the book to supplement
their understanding and further develop their skills.

Graphics as Learning Guides Every chapter contains graphics (checklists
and/or figures) that summarize and illustrate small group communication con-
cepts. Checklists may be used to help readers chair a meeting, test the validity
of evidence, or illustrate the steps in a problem-solving sequence. In many
cases, the figures serve as previews or summaries of major sections in a chap-
ter. In all cases, graphics have been designed to function as supplementary
learning guides.

Summary Study Guides At the end of every chapter, a summary study
guide helps students review the major concepts covered in that chapter. Any
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reader able to explain and provide examples of the summary statements in
each guide should have an excellent understanding of the chapter and its
content.

GroupWork The GroupWork in every chapter provides a group-based exer-
cise designed to demonstrate, illustrate, or practice a principle in the chapter.
Although the Instructor’s Resource Manual includes additional class exercises,
GroupWork provides a way for classroom groups to interact and to function in
a collaborative learning environment.

Assessment The end of every chapter provides an assessment instrument or
checklist that can be used to evaluate student and group understanding of con-
cepts or mastery of skills. Other assessment instruments are provided in the
Instructor’s Resource Manual.

Recommended Readings Preceding the reference notes at the end of each
chapter, a short, recommended reading list offers selections that an interested
reader can consult for more information on topics discussed in the chapter. We
have selected readings that are accessible and can be found in most libraries
and in many comprehensive bookstores.

Glossary A large glossary at the back of the book includes every term or
phrase defined in the textbook. Words, phrases, and the names of theories
printed in bold are defined within chapters as well as in the glossary.

Instructor’s Resource Manual We have written an Instructor’s Resource
Manual that contains a variety of items that can be adapted to different types
of students and different course objectives. The manual features sample syl-
labi, chapter-by-chapter exercises, and photo-ready graphics for use as trans-
parencies or handouts, additional GroupWork exercises and Assessment
instruments, textbook-specific test questions, and instructional guides and
teaching tips. A special feature of the Instructor’s Resource Manual for instruc-
tors adopting the textbook is a computer disk containing selected items that
can be adapted and printed for classroom use.

Coverage and Writing Style

We have tried to make this textbook realistic and readable. When selecting
which theories and topic areas to include, we applied our overriding principle:
What does a reader need to know about small group communication in order to
understand how groups work as well as how to work in groups? When theory
or research helped us answer this question, we included it. When a theory or
topic area was more appropriate for an advanced or graduate course, we left it
to the students and professors in those courses.
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Throughout the writing and reviewing process, we placed special emphasis
on making this textbook highly readable and user-friendly. This is a how-to
textbook grounded in classic and current theory. The writing style is conversa-
tional and clear. The authors’ voices are also clear. Although it would have been
possible for us to write a textbook that lacked any personality, our ideas, feel-
ings, and opinions are evident throughout.
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