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Successful meetings have always existed, yet the pervasive memories of poor ones dominate the memory’s palette, leading us, like Pavlov’s dogs, to groan at the mere use of the word meeting. Yet meetings can be events in which educational communities learn, dialogue, plan, problem solve, monitor, and make decisions. 

Effective meetings require more than skilled facilitators. Facilitation is important, as are sound agendas and functional physical surroundings. More important are skilled group members and the application of certain principles. Meeting success is influenced more by the collaborative norms of the group than by the knowledge and skills of a meeting facilitator (Garmston & Wellman, 1999).

Principles are embodied in five standards:

• Address only one topic at a time.

• Use only one process at a time.

• Achieve interactive and balanced participation.

• Use cognitive conflict productively.

• Have all understand and agree to meeting roles. 

One Topic at a Time

One of the brightest groups of which I have been a member had a habit of putting kernels of ideas and topics in the air as if we were living in a popcorn machine. Meetings were exciting, but not productive. Finally, in frustration, we realized we were violating this very basic principle of effective group work and decided to have one of us serve as a facilitator in each meeting. Having adopted this standard, both the facilitator and group members can help the group stay on track. Either can offer a relevancy challenge: "Help us understand how your comment connects to this topic." The typical response is either that it doesn’t fit and the speaker will save it for later, or an explanation of how it does connect. Listing the off-topic ideas on a wall chart respectfully holds the ideas in group memory so they are not lost.

One Process at a Time

Like the first standard, this one is easily forgotten when group discussions become intense. In any meeting, multiple thinking styles are at work, and it is natural for members to examine topics with different approaches. When my wife and I have fiscal discussions, we have learned to name the process we will use, agree to it, and live by it until that phase of the conversation is done. Because we approach tasks differently, this is essential to effective technical conversations together and saves us from "process arguments" during our work.

In the same way, for a group to brainstorm effectively, all members need to be on the same page. During brainstorming, all ideas are accepted without comment, question, or challenge. To ensure this, the facilitator uses a strategy called PAG/PAU. In the first phase, Process As Given, she carefully describes the process, then states what to do and what not to do. "If you have a question or criticism during brainstorming, hold on to it. We will hear it later." Then the facilitator checks group members’ understanding. During this Process As Understood phase, she queries the group. "So, what are your ground rules? How much time will this take? What will you do if you have a question or criticism?" With PAG/PAU, the facilitator has psychological permission from the group to intervene should any process agreements be forgotten.

Interactive Meetings

The most heroic of group members will begin to lose information in short-term memory without interaction with ideas. The most effective groups use processes learned in classrooms to keep members engaged and thoughtfully productive. Any meeting that runs beyond 20 to 30 minutes without members being directed to turn to a neighbor and talk is probably burning out brain cells.

In our work with Adaptive Schools, Bruce Wellman and I have described 50 meeting strategies that accomplish this and other meeting purposes (Garmston & Wellman, 1999). In one strategy, members turn to one another and summarize the most important point of the preceding discussion. In another strategy, pairs identify concerns about a topic before general discussion begins. In yet another, subgroups read and discuss a policy statement to identify topics for full group discussion.

Productive Cognitive Conflict

Groups that discuss substantive differences of opinion produce better decisions, increased commitment, cohesiveness, and follow-through than groups who lack this "cognitive conflict" (Amason, et al., 1995). Bruce Wellman and I have found that even groups with histories of directing anger at individuals rather than ideas can learn to set aside this "affective conflict" and develop ways of talking respectfully to individuals while disagreeing vigorously with their ideas.

The importance of cognitive conflict cannot be overstressed. Good groups disagree gracefully about ideas. They have norms and tools that allow full expression of differences, examinations of assumptions and mental models underlying different points of view, and resolution techniques that provide for "best possible" resolutions to arise. They produce better results. Ineffective groups either avoid conflict and live with poor decisions made by the leader or the most vocal member of the group, or personalize conflict and create a host of negative factors like apathy, balkanization, decreased commitment to the group’s purposes, and, always, poor decisions.

Understand and Agree on Roles

The most influential role in any group is the group member. Skilled members who know meeting standards and group processes are able to work in harmony across differences to get the greatest value from meeting time. Most groups engaged in decision making, planning, or problem solving need a facilitator and someone doing public recording. Most often, one group member is a decision maker – that is a person of role authority like a principal, or of knowledge authority like a specialist in whatever topic is being discussed. The least effective use of these people’s time is in the facilitation role. This robs the group of the valuable knowledge they have to contribute to topics. The tools needed for each of these roles are specific and worthy of a column on their own. In the next issue, we’ll also see how to introduce and use these standards.

References

Amason, A., Thompson, K., Hochwater, W., & Harrison, A. (1995). Conflict: An important dimension in successful management teams. Organizational Dynamics, 24(2), 20-35.

Garmston, R. & Wellman, B. (1999). The adaptive school: A sourcebook for developing collaborative groups. Norwood, MA: Christopher Gordon. 

About the author

Robert J. Garmston is co-founder of the Institute for Intelligent Behavior and a professor emeritus at California State University, Sacramento’s School of Education. You can contact him at 337 Guadalupe Dr., El Dorado Hills, CA 95762-3560, (916) 933-2727, fax (916) 933-2756, e-mail: FABob@aol.com.

Click for NSDC Home Page
