Wilde 2

Rachel Wilde
Sister Gee

Eng 430:1

February 20, 2007
Confident Collaboration

It's a sunny [Thursday] afternoon, yet all over America, [high school] students sad​dled with group projects are stuck indoors, dreaming of [lunch, passing notes, and arguing about the latest episode of Lost.]

"Look, guys, forget [Lost]," says the Pragmatist. “We're going to be here all day if we don't finish our first draft."

“Well, I think Chris should be here to help us," chimes in the Whiner. “Why should we do all the work? Wheeeeeeeere's Chriisssss?"

“I called him an hour ago. He said he'd be over in 10 minutes. Let's get started on this."

"I think we should take a vote," says the Defender of Democracy. "Now, everybody in favor” 


"In favor of what?"

"Taking a vote."

"Look, as soon as I finish typing this up, I'll let you guys know what conclusions we've reached," announces the Workhorse, who's over in the corner flailing away on the library computer.

"Why do teachers always assign these pain-in-the-[neck] projects?"


"It teaches us to work together."


"It gives us some new and different perspectives.”

"It means fewer papers to grade."
(Adapted from Robin DeRieux “"Brew​ing Up a Great Group Project" qtd. in Ede and Lunsford 103-104)
Robin DeRieux captures accurately the feeling of resentment and dread felt towards current collaborative projects in the average American classroom (Ede 103-104).  Currently, collaboration in the average public classroom is underused, dreaded, and less than effective. In the work place and college environment, collaboration is crucial for success. Workers and undergraduates brainstorm, research, and write together in order to maintain an effective workplace environment. Without proper guidance, our students are entering the post-public school world unprepared to engage in intensive collaborative projects. How do we avoid the scenario presented by Robin DeRieux? What makes collaboration effective in the high school classroom? 
In her article “Control and Cohesion: Collaborative Learning and Writing,” Romana P. Hillebrand discusses the benefit of effectively scaffolded collaboration. She suggests that the benefits of group writing include improved “informative, thoughtful, and analytical essays” (71). Comparing student essays written independently and as a group, Hillebrand claims that collaborative products were “not only better developed but showed a more thoughtful analysis” (72).  Though the papers were superior, the student didn’t enjoy the experience. Out of twenty-four students, only seven reported positive experiences. Common complaints included “group members who missed class, who failed to show up for out-of-class meetings, or who came to class unprepared” (Hillebrand 72). In order to prevent negative collaborative experiences, Romana Hillebrand goes on to recommend that teachers allot more class time and provide specific “management duties so that everyone supported group goals” (72). She also urges teachers to give students “adequate time to get acquainted—if not the opportunity to choose each other” (72). Similarly, in order to create a cooperative environment, Hillebrand states that students must have practice working collaboratively in smaller projects before jumping to the major paper (73). 
High school teacher Elizabeth Blackburn Brockman seems to share similar views about collaboration with Hillebrand. In “‘English Isn’t a Team Sport, Mrs. Brockman’: A Response to Jeremy,” Brockman suggests students should have control over the members in their group. Rather than letting students openly pick group members, Elizabeth Brockman recommends that students “anonymously request names for their writing teams” (60). She has her students write down four to five possible selections as  well as list anyone that they would feel uncomfortable working with because of “personality conflict” (60). Apart from the group selection advice, Brockman’s article contains three other recommendations for collaborative writing.  Elizabeth Brockman suggests that teachers don’t need to be narrow-minded when selecting collaborative projects. She claims that “virtually any assignment-regardless of purpose, audience, or form—could become collaborative in nature” (60). Once an assignment is chosen and groups are designated, teachers must provide students with time to workshop. Brockman suggests workshoping in a computer lab. Finally, Brockman urges teachers to remember that “there is no ‘right’ way to write collaboratively” (61). Effective teachers allow students to find the collaborative methods that work best for their groups.  
Both Brockman and Hillebrand stress the importance of structuring the group work. Like Brockman and Hillebrand, Duane Roen stresses this direction for successful collaborative work. In “Peer Review of Writing,” Roen proposes that effective peer-group reviews feature clear directions and individual and group accountability. Furthermore, the task must have relevance; it must be “better preformed by a group than by an individual alone” (Roen 1). 
Professor Kristine Hansen of Brigham Young University also has recommendations for establishing successful group work in the classroom.  First, the teacher and students must negotiate group dynamics. Hansen asserts that groups need to stay small enough to succeed (36). Once groups are created, students should get to know each other and “determine each other’s strengths and weaknesses” (Hansen 36). Successful groups not only know their individual member’s limitations, but they also establish a framework of ground rules, scheduling, and organization (36-37). Hansen describes an ideal experience in which group members communicate “openly, honestly, and tactfully” (38). Students gain writing skills and social skills as they “learn and practice the art of negotiation” (Hansen 39). 
Collaboration is in the classroom not limited to a high school or college setting. Educator Gray Vincent proposes recommendations for successful group projects in middle school in his article “Just Short of Paradise: Collaborative Writing in Middle School.” After spending most of his teaching career in high schools, Vincent was amazed at his eighth graders remarkable enthusiasm for collaborative writing. He states that three conditions must be met in order to “involve students totally” in writing projects: “(1) they must be turned on by the project; (2) it must include a broad, well-defined audience; and (3) the project must be in some sense ‘published’ to convince them of the importance of proofing and editing” (58).  In an effort to meet all three needs, Vincent had students create a magazine in which “each student would write a single article and also be part of a collaborative group” (59). Drawing his topics from popular periodicals such as Newsweek or Time, Vincent chose topics that were “of concern to teenagers” (59). For the magazine, students wrote persuasive essays, personal narratives, advertisements, horrorscopes, a soap opera, original comics, and editorials. Each student signed the back cover of the magazine and had a say in design and layout. Their final project was entered into a district wide competition (Vincent 59-60). 
My own past experience with collaborative writing was similar to the scenario presented by Robin DeRieux at the beginning of this essay. I was typically the “workhorse,” individually cranking out our group’s final project.  Based on my research, my feelings about collaborative writing have shifted from resentment and dread to excitement and anticipation. With proper scaffolding, I believe group work can improve the quality of student writing, teach intrapersonal skills and vocal communication, and spark excitement and interest in my students. My vision of successful collaboration in the classroom involves post pre-writing, writing, and post writing activities such as pre-collaboration exercises, carefully selected groups, worthwhile project topics, defined target audience, in-class writing workshops, technology integration, accountability, and publishing outlets. 
Prior to the big project, I envision my students doing mini, 15-20 minute collaborative projects. The purpose for these projects will be to help students become familiar with each other. I will randomly select these groups, aiming to put as many different combinations of students together as possible. Group sizes may range from 2-5 people depending on the depth and length of the mini-project. Projects must incorporate a wide variety of subjects and skills so that students can see different qualities in one another. 
After a sense of community has developed in the classroom and students are fairly well acquainted with each other’s strengths and weaknesses, I believe it is time for students to select their own group members. I agree with Elizabeth Brockman that the selection process should be anonymous so that students don’t feel embarrassed about when they are picked. I also liked the idea of having them record who they would not enjoy working with so that tensions may be avoided within the groups. By allowing students to choose their own groups anonymously, students can still feel a sense of ownership of their group while the teacher ultimately approves and mediates their decision. Students should feel ownership of both their group and the subject they are writing about. I enjoyed Gray Vincent’s suggestion of choosing a wide range of worthwhile project topics and audiences and then letting students narrow their focus on a specific point of interest within that range. To help students rely on their group, I agree with Duane Roen’s claim that tasks must be something better accomplished as a group than by an individual. 

In order to support students in their choice of group and topic, teachers must provide students with adequate class time to accomplish their goal. Typical in-class discussions can aid groups in their prewriting and brainstorming phases, but computer labs would be the most effective for the actual drafting process. With the use of internet, word processors, and collaborative tools such as discussion boards and wiki’s, students could work combine their individual thoughts and writing into one collaborative piece. Computers also aid students in editing and re-reading each others work for the revising stage of the writing process. 

Finally, if students are going to truly put their best efforts into a collaborative piece, they must believe someone else other than their teacher is going to read their work. In an effective group project, individual members and the entire group are responsible for their contributions. They are responsible to each other, the class, and an outside audience. I like the idea of creating a class publication to be displayed in the library or entered in some district, state, or nationwide competition. Perhaps, parents and community members could be invited for a private reading of their writing. 
Effective collaboration is much more involved and time consuming than teachers typically like to devote. However, the improved writing quality, the social skills learned, and the passion that can develop as a result of collaborative projects, in my opinion, is well worth the investment. 
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