NOW YOU'RE GETTIHG REAL! Porspectivss of s “Group Brocesses” Course!
Vaolorin 8. lnkar

The study of how small groups functios is m@ma for all involved in educational
eadeavours.  This study looks at "Group Processes’, s vaiversily courss , from a
sociolin guistic perspeactive. The focus is on what was said (the structure aad the
function), how it was said (e.g., accent, force, validity), who said it i whom, and what the
context was, both in terms of the speakers’ respeclive statuses and roles inside and outsi&e
the group, and in terms of time, place, and the myriad of other factors involved in the
interaction (e.g. aititude to the intsriscuier's siyle of language production). The

| prominent issues of group processes such as authorily, power, leadership and decision-
making are addressed in terms of how they are refiecied ia the speech behaviour of the
participants. A study of the verbal interactions of 2 group may isad to hypotheses being
formulated with regard to (i) patterns of behaviour and societal elements which are
reflected in the‘iinguistﬁc behaviour, or {i8) factors of linguistic behaviour which have a
bearing on society.

The presemt study investigates, through participant observation and subsequent
interviews, a particular smali group, its lnaguage sad relstionships of the ianguage to the
processes. The group had come togsther in an educational ssiting specifically to leara
sbout the process. [t could be ssid thai the group sindied was ropresentative ol‘.a
microcosm of present day Wastera society in thai pluralistic features ahounded oa. varigus
leveis. There wars also culturally vaifying factors: the participants had arrived at the
same placs and time, sharing a common aim (based in the culturai/social value of
education). But they bad set cut from very differsat sthnic, ideoiogical aad social mrting "
poinis. Both the unity and the pluratism were refiectsd in the language, and the language
of the group and its individual members played s crucial part in the process of Lhe group.
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‘Graup processes’ Is s popular vniversity course for arts, human
studies students. It is a ‘core’ course for students of psycho-educational processes (FEP)

itizs, gad bu;ineﬂ-

and is considered a useful ‘elective’ for students of education and related fields. The format
of the course is somewhat unconventional, being based oo ibe T Group' (Training Group
or Seasitivity Training) methodology. Students spend periods of time together (in groups
'ranglng in number from ten to sixteen people) in one room. One or twe ‘facilitators’ or
‘leaders’ are with the group all or most of the time. One ‘semester’ course may comsist of a
virtually coatinuous séssion lasting for four days (8-9 hours per day), or periodic, regular
meetings (once or twice 2 week) of 2 - 3 hours per session. Some courses are structured
vith regard to content; some are completely unstructured. An account of such a course,

published in the university handbook, is given below.

..... Class members will participate in an ongoing grous.

...... sttention to the examination of the processes of small group
phenomena such as decision-making, norms, structure, authority,
and membership. Set up to increase a student's uaderstanding of
the various factors which affect the life of 2 group as it changes
during the semester.

(Temple University Handbook, 1986, p. 31)

The group chosen for the éthnomphic study was one such course, following the
periodic time pattern, meeting one afternoon each week for twelve weeks Tae
observations were made by a participant in the group who functioned as s member of the |
group atalf times. Saville-Troike (1982) paints out that participation “ia group activities
over a period of time is often necessary for much important information to emesge, aad for |
necessary trusting relationships to develop™ (p. 121). Since chservation (of oneself and of
others) is an integral pact of the course, the observer was sbie to fulfil her role as memb&
while conc&mmitantly making nots of ethnographic data. These daia were validated
according to accepted conventions (Hymes, 1980), by subsequent intarviews iaml by
coaversations with participants and facilitator. Meanings aad intuitions sbout language
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Jakar: Group Procssses
used were verified {(or nultified) through discussion with Mﬂ@mm 224 vritten data
(journals) were sxamined in consultation with the writers mvomﬁé ’!’ma@ through these
various strategies, the issue of "phservar's paraton” (Labov, 1971) was amadeﬁ 25 far as was
humanly possibie.

The following account relatss to Hymes' suggesiad componenis (1974, pp. 34-63) for
due attentisn: setting, situation, events {including an acconat of oge fuil session), the
speech community and its members. Modes of imemcﬁm are described, as are sigaificant -
feawres of "group processes’ courses, and suggcsﬁoas are made regarding foci of further
Study in thisarea. Issues such as intersthnic relationships and gender-mer imbaiance
were sigaificant but will not be addressed in this instance.

The Setting and the Participaats _

The group coasisted of eighteen members. Every member had enrofied for the course
through the vsual admmu?s thannefs. There were four uadergraduie studeats and
thirteea graduate swdenis Two participanis wers facilitators: one & iraines and the other
the trainer. Thus, while aa is true to say that peopie participated for Various reasons, e.g. to
compiete a first/second degres, ¢o fulfil a requirement in the Psycho-educational
Processes Department, as an adjunct to education or business COUTSEs, 25 & COurse in a
sabbatical year, as employment (the facilitator), all considered the course s learning
situation. Every student required a grade at the ead of ths course, waich meaat that role-
Status was established immediately with regard to the facilitator (the "donor’ of the grades)
aadthe other participants (ihe recipients of the grades),

Of the eighieen members, sizteen were native born Americans. Three of these were
first generation Americaas, two of whom spoke Italian as their firss language. Eight
members were bora in Philadelphia. The age range was from 23 years to 46 vears with the
mean at 36 years. Thers were eight women and i2n men. Two women were bigh school
teachers (originally from lowar middle ciass backgrounds, s described by Labov in his
research on hypercorrection and language attitudes {197D)): two men ware ‘in
advertising', one of wvhom wasa radio broadcaster: two peapls are personnel trainers in
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the business v}orld:. four were psychotherapists and the remainﬂer wvere in commerce,
industry, homemaking or were students. One of the two foreiga students was a visiting
scholar from Chiaa.

Although there were only two foreigners in the group, there were still enough
representatives of various ethnic groups to warraat citing the group as representative of
the pluralistic society (and Philadelphis in particular) in which we live. There were a
number of first generazioh Americans whose parents came from ltaly, Rumania, Ireland,
Greece and Poland. One member was Puerto Rican, one from North Carolina and two from
the Mid West.

The group met every Tuesday, from ! p.m. until 4 p.m., in a fecture room in the Schoal
of Education building on the main campusof 3 university in an urban area. The room was
on the seventh floor and was usually reached by elevator. In the carpeted room irere some
circular tables, hard-backed chairs, two chalkboards and sundry nhﬁces and posters {(on
teacher education) on cce wall. On entering the room, one noticed 3 curtained window
stretching the full length of one wall. This was, in fact, 8 viewing vindow for use in the
adjoining room. This facitity was not utilised during the group's collective experience.
There were no windows to shed natural light or to give fresh air to the occupants.  Air-
conditioning/heating operated constantly. The group was closeted in this room for three
hours per week save for & ten-fifteen minute recess at approxXimately 2:30 pm. This
‘break’ was not mandatory according to the university ruling but was agreed upon by the
group during the first session. (This 'norm’ was one of the few egreed upon explicitly
throughout the course and was frequently referred to!). The westher., which changed
from icy winds and snow 1o rainstorms to warm spring days, infiuenced the attandance of

the participants and the mood of the group.

Modes of Communication
The essential mode of communication was speech bui certain oveats required or

involved the written word. Other formsof communication such ss paralinguistic and non-
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Jakar: Group Processes
verbal gastures wore evident and often significant. The first sessien was representative of
al! the sessioas with respect to modes of interaction as well as other features. (02 only ope
occasion did the group operate in a different formas which influenced ihe behaviour and
verbal interaction. For twenty minutes during the fifth session ihe group split into dyads
in two concentric circles)2. A full account of that firsy session follows (ig cluding

observations on relevant features, topics and situations reiating to other sessions).

Session One

Prior to the arrival of the facilitator, people sat in smalt groups (twos or threes). Ope
group was dnscussmg expectations of the course, another was discussing the relative merits
of travelling to the area by train or by private car. Two people sai on their own. One
persea remarked to another (a female in one of the trios) that she had assumed that she
Was the facilitator. The ‘assumed facilitator’ denied this aad became embarrassed. (It later
became evident that this person’s language, appearance and general demeanour gave her
an air of authority which she Put to use when she perceived that the status roles were
appropiate),

On his arrival, the facilitator asked everyone to gather inio a circle with the chairs that
were around the room. He immediately snaounced the requirements of the course (see
_belov) and handed out small white cards which were to be filled in by each member with
name, telephone pumber and any relevaat information the member {eit that the facilitator
‘vould vant to know (e.g., if the member had previously aitended such a course). While the
group was writing, the facilitator wrote his name and the requirements of the course on

the board:



Bequirements

1. Attendance

2. Keep a journal - about feslings and reactions, not necessarily
events,

3. Journal to be handed in one week priorto the end of ihe course. Journal
will be returned.

4. An account of one {for undergraduates) or two (for post-graduates)
theories of group participation and how they relate to the member'sown
experience and perceptions cof the group.

5. The goal of the course is to become a group.

He then cnilected the cards, informed the group that he had an assisiant whom he
introduced, and then told the group that they should appeint 8 spokesperson to represent
them in the PEP depariment. The spokesperson's task was (o coliect 2ad transmit
information to and from the department. A male member who had been speaking to a
number of people before the beginaing of the session was appoinied by a female who said
1 LetZdoit. He'll be good. ,
Othersechoed thisand ‘7 agreed. The circle of peosle then sat in silence. ?hc gilence
continuved for twenty-five minutes. It did not, however, have a consistent guality but
shifted in terms of communication. (Silences - i.e. periods of ne spoken commuaication -
occurred in every session. Some were short (tea seconds), others extended io five minutes
and more. As silences grew more intense, members shified in their seats, locked towards
other participanis and then averted their gazes, usually to the floer or & sa item of
clothing or the personal jourzal. O scme occasioas, the silence was an expressica of
empathy or sympathy; the quality of the silence was different. People were reizzed, their
eyes looked towards the subject of their sympathy and then to feliow members. | |
Ifa l‘urtl&er silence ensued, the members were refaxed, did not fix their gazas resolutely
on particui’%r objects and appeared to be in a mood of introspection. This was often
reflected in-;i‘he content of the subsequent spoken interaction.) At the end of the silence,
one person spoks, sugzesting that cach membar introduce himself. Witk ;his agreed upon

by utterances such as
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Jakas: Group Processes
2 ox : .
Thai sounds like 2 good ides

the group began to acqasaint themselves with each other oae by o2¢ in the arder of the
formed circle. Fach person offered personal information which he/she fel was impertant
for the group to kpow. Everyone gave his/her fame; some gave home location,
occupation, family or marital stagys while cthers talked about aspirations for the futuee op
political vievsf Just how much esch person was preparsd to diveige (or share) was an
important issve in subsequent sessions apd continued to be so unlil the end.

Discussion began about the needs of individeal members and their expectations of the
course. People spoke across the Circle, directing their messages to individuals by means of
eye contact._ and to the Whole group by movement of the eyes and by hand
gestures/gesticulations. Members respopded 1o uitarsscss similariy by passing their
messages to other appointed recipients by means of 8¥2 coniact of aominsting. Ip some
Cases a member would 'shoot’ 3 fmessags inio the centre of the grovg. While it seemed
#pparent that speech was directed az an individual o the £r0UP 33 2 whole this was zm
alwayé the case. ’?ha message was not always intended for the recipient who ‘picked it B
(As the sessions proceeded, members became more dirsct itk their ulterancss snd more
perceplive regarding intended recipients of siterances). A mensber who was dissatisfied
Vith the tack of direction from the facititator and 2 lack of resolution on the part of certain
members remarked to her intarlocutor {whom she knew b6 have a similar opinion ):

3 It seems tis2 wo're in the WIaAg cenTIe.
By meaas of eye conlact, maay members signalied comprehension of the messag> and its
meaning. - |

When & recipient ‘picked up’ a topic lintroduced by another membor), 3 was sithar
directed back to the sender or to the group asa whole. If the iatter was the cass, soms othes
member ‘picked up’ the topic - or it was ignored, in which a5z silence ensued or anothor

topic was initigied.

i::z



No member was int.efrupt.ed when speaking although frequesnt confirmation signals
(grunts, nods of the head, single word ulterances) were given. Members signalied their
desire to take & turn speaking by paralinguistic ezpressions such as exciamatioas,
drawing-in of breath and questioning noises ba_sed on single phonemes (e.g. schwa) with
rising intonation.

Active listéning was evident, Members turned to each speaker with all or part ¢f the
body (depending op their position in the circle in relation to the speaker); they leaned
forward when deeply interested in what was being said; they turned away or looked
downward to display disagreement, disgust or, perhaps, embarrassment.

The mood of the group altered through the session, becoming warmer and more

congenial. People were, as one member said,

4 beginning te connect.

A period of 'story-teiling' hegan. Individuals related anecdotes from their life histories.
Sustained listening gave way to collective gratification gestures: s number of people
speaking at once, murmuring agreement with phrases such as |

b Thaak you for sharing that
Yow

Absolntely.
Afer 8 narrative, peuple became introspective. A number offered short, pithy reflections

or commiserations on the stories heard. Utterances such 2

(] You make se feel so inadeqaste
We never kaswv what's going to hit us, do wa?

were representativs of the ‘'act’. At this peint, the members appearsd to be loast awars of
their status positions (as they had described themselves) and selos as respoasible adults in
an industrial society where expression of feelings is regarded as weakness.

After the ten minute recess, which was characterised by ths "rite’ of moviag out of the
room into the hall (to visit the bathroom and/or to buy refreshments) whers peopie would

engage in casual conversation in smalf groups (two - four people), the group returned to
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Ty

the room aad sat in silence. A sequence of #hses foilawed, ethoing the flrs hall Hghy-
hearted topic switching (in an allempl to find some tommenality of intercer, SErigus

' propositica-making foligwed by little positive response, intemse discussisn am 8 &pis of

Speech becoming fess personal in conten;, jess analylica!d, more referential, with Quicker
change of topics and mere frequent change of speaker.

The session ended (ag precisely 4 p.m ) when ons of the members uttersg:
7 The big hand has reached the swelve, 1 BEST go plck up =y kide.
People dispersed quistly, iemriag their chairs in pesitiog. Dyads formed as p2opie el the
room and walked to the elevaior,

The communication patlzras, which wers Set in the firse 80ssiog, wers Raigisined

individual members in turn, Rarely wasa Speaker interrupied. The Wras were S@meiiﬁ%

punctuaied by periods of silence. Topics wope noRinsted by individuals, theq deveioped or

ignored. Not ail members shared an equal portion of speaking lime: syme By caly have
spoken once or twice per session. However, the amount of allention paid ¢ speakers by
the membefs did not necessarily correlate *#im the amoun; of speaking. This may reflect
the power (or lack thereof} exerted by certain individuals o¢ berceived by others, ia teris
of social Strategies; or it may reflecta function of pecple’s verbal skil, Another specy of

l. The Journai, Ope jtem of wrilten communicatisg Waith plays a sigpificang role fa ike

life of the group is the journal, Wwaich eaa functiog a3 CORBURICAST WSIFEA Mmember
) oy - ¥ * e 5

and facilitator (whe reads jt g2 L3 ead of the coursa), the womber 224 him/Rorell oz s o

receptacle for thoughis 2nd fe2lings of whick membors are ot prepaved o siass wigp

(V33
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others. Some members of this group chose to Write notes for their iournals durina the
sessions whn!e others occasionany jotted down a word or 8 seatence, puiiing their_;. .
notebooks down after esch writing event . In the silences that occurred (at the
openings of almost ail sessions and variously during sessmns} some menbe_rs resoried ;,o
reviewing their notes or writing other nbtes (or doodling). During one session, the |
'mistant facilitator remarked:

3 - The journal is the life sad the heart of the grewp.

The facilitator later explained the ramark as meaning that by writing down their thou ghts
rather than cnmmux_nca.tmg them with others, the members were “holding back™ and

“obstructing the process” but that "s lot came out on paper.”

2._Presentation of seif (a term used in T-Group analysis as well ss in interaction analysis)
bas a number of forms snd serves 3 number of functions. The obvious, overt form is the
introduction {verbal) of onesclt‘. to another. In the group this prbceem throughout the
sessions inasmuch as each member reveaied a littie more of him/herselfl on each occasion
that s/he spoke. These revelations wers made theough:

(i) content of the message,e.g..

9  Loek, with five kids, I dida’'t have time to stady.

(ii) form of the utterance in terms of dialect, style and tone or attitude to the addressee,

and (iii) moment in time or juxtaposition with other utierances where the uem oécurrad.
This too indicated atiitude, swareness of appropriacy of comment and concurrence (or aot)
with other members.

Members presented themselves by other means, too. Their outward physical appearance
¢.g. bodily features .dress and degree of attention to dress, were significant. Social attitudes
and subsequent social behaviour are affected by perceﬁtions of individuals' appearance
and verbal behniours. The context in which one presents oneseifl has much besring on
the manner in which one is received, perceived aad responded to. This seems 1o be &
dynamic process and in the context of s learning situation such as a T-group is &

40



JAEAr Group Procesces

particularly dynamic and vial clement.  Cazden (3S80) hus pointed 15 the acting of
"Siwaﬁon” s being an indispensadie featprs of z&mﬁaﬁggwég&c 2aalysis, wilh special
reference to éemmunisaﬁve competence a‘mﬁ‘m@ nesd 0 investizate whas serrounds a
Speech act and its fesponses. Perceptions of a speaker and the saséseqamaﬁ. Teponses are
saliently investigable in T-group analysis, sinece in certain phases {zee below) ¢Xchanges
are relatively context free angd CIDressions are autheativally uﬁer:ad iewith 2 minimum
amount of influence regarding status and roje awarensss). Indeed, the tomponents of the
speech that remain - those that are inextricably exiang - Mmay perhaps characterizs ihe
true ideolectal vernacuiar (see Labow, 1971).

3. Phases. |In tny extended social interaction {is D0t 3 passing gresting or, 8. 8
Supermarket transaction) there ags various phases, Thass could be labeliad "sp-aeéh
events” or "speech acts” depending op the lengih and/or cemprehensive nalure of ihe
contént. In the uastructured T-group selting thase gre inevitably areas of iatensity and
areas of light relief, pericds of introspection and periods of inteilectualisation.

In T group analysis the torm for the light-hearted peried is sZighi Whean 5 paersop
relates his/her heartfelt feelings or some deep emotional probiem, or perhaps divuiges
some personal infermation which s/he feels should be received in csafidencs, the
‘act/event’ is tarmed disclosure ; for purpeses of this puper this [ will use the term
‘Qtimacy introspection. Anotber phase is sinmilarfy intense sad intimate; & meod of

experience. I will call this period parratios

flight, psrration gnd indimacy introspecsise phase mav he characterised ho
different language paiterns. These may be g reflection of oee of the é‘-:m.%i@wiag faatures: (i}
mood of the group; (ii) social coastrainis of ihe different topics; (i) the dynamice of
interaction (e g. tira-taking); {iv) the members’ interprevations of the ALY roceivad,
influenced by their perceptions of the seader and contest Thich, with their npaciations

and perceptions of self, in Wwra, inflyence tha subseques’ disecurse





