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Premises & Practices for Leading Groups
Prem–ise (n):

a proposition that forms the basis of an argument or from which a conclusion is drawn.

Prac–tice (n):

the process of translating an idea, plan or theory into action.
3UHPLVH*URXSVGHYHORSDQGWKHLUGHYHORSPHQWFDQEHSRVLWLYHO\LQÀXHQFHG
A group is not a static thing; it is a living system with the potential for growth and positive
change. When we think of and talk about a “group”, “team” or “department” as if it were an
inanimate object, the many ways that the members are interacting and relating to one another
and to their tasks is absent from our mental model.
By envisioning our groups as they might be --- not as they are presently performing,
purposefully structured work sessions can both accomplish tasks and at the same time
develop stronger, more effective working relations among the group members. By planning
for cumulative effects while working consciously in-the-moment we can design for and create
improvements in knowledge, skills and dispositions. Leaders who produce these gains operate
with multiyear timelines for group development. Given the immediacy of life in schools, the
ability to expand time horizons becomes a critical attribute for successful group developers
(Jaques & Cason, 1994).
Group members are not always conscious of the effects of their behaviors on others. One
important aspect of group development is to illuminate both the choices that individuals are
PDNLQJDQGWKHLQÀXHQFHVDQGUHVXOWVRIWKHVHDFWLRQV+HOSLQJJURXSPHPEHUVWRUHDOL]HWKDW
they are making choices and that they have available options develops the capacity to monitor
and adjust behaviors, increasing the productivity of the group and the satisfactions of successful
collaborative engagement.
Developing skillful groups requires thoughtful attention to the group’s purposes, processes
and products. Establishing clear performance and product standards guides the design, delivery
and assessment of both task and relational outcomes. When group members help develop these
success criteria rather than having them imposed by others, they then own these standards
and the related performance indicators become active guides for effective interactions and
productive outcomes.
As group leaders, we also need clear goals and regularly applied assessment tools to guide
RXURZQJURZWK7DNLQJWLPHWRUHÀHFWRQERWKVXFFHVVHVDQGVWUHWFKDUHDVKHOSVXVWRLVRODWH
the many skills that contribute to group success and group development and set both short and
long terms goals. By searching for the relationship between our personal learning goals and
learning goals for the group, we come to see the catalytic effects of the decisions and choices
that we are making before, during and after leading group work.
Practice: The group leader’s mindset matters. Skillful leaders believe in the group’s potential
DQGWDNHUHVSRQVLELOLW\IRUGHYHORSLQJWKHJURXSDQGSURWHFWWLPHWRSODQDQGUHÀHFW
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Premise 2: Human behavior has a biological and sociological legacy
As group members and group leaders we enter a meeting room embodying all the
complexities of our biological and sociological inheritances. These genetically and socially
ZLUHG¿OWHUVVKDSHRXUSHUFHSWLRQVLQWHUQDOSURFHVVHVDQGH[WHUQDODFWLRQV
Social, emotional and mental responses have roots in a primate past. Our biological
KLVWRU\HTXLSVXVZLWK¿QHO\WXQHGWKUHDWGHWHFWLRQV\VWHPVIRUUHDGLQJDQGUHVSRQGLQJWRWKH
signals of others. Thus, cognitively complex work requires psychologically safe environments.
Creating such environments is a prime responsibility and ongoing challenge for group leaders.
+XPDQEUDLQGHYHORSPHQWZDVVSXUUHGE\OLIHLQFRPSOH[VRFLDOQHWZRUNV(DFKJURXS
member has a relationship with every other group member and a need to monitor each group
member’s relationship with everyone else. With an increase in group size comes greater
social demands, greater energy expenditure for participation and a greater need for structure,
protocols and leadership.
Traditional patterns of school organization limit opportunities for group development.
Scheduling constraints, lack of meeting space, and the absence of shared product and
performance standards for student work curtail possibilities for collaborative engagement and
JURZWK7LPHWRPHHWE\LWVHOILVQRWDVXI¿FLHQWUHVRXUFHWRLQÀXHQFHFKDQJHVLQSUDFWLFH
Groups need structure and guidance to talk about hard to talk about topics.
Enculturated social boundaries shape all collaborative interactions, often resulting in
closed classroom doors, reticence to publicly question a colleague’s instructional practices and
low relational trust. These legacies are part of what make changes in organizational patterns
DQGSUDFWLFHVVRGLI¿FXOW'DWDWKDWPLJKWLQÀXHQFHFKDQJHVLQLQVWUXFWLRQDOSUDFWLFHV³ERXQFH
off” cultures with strong norms of privatism and high degrees of teacher autonomy. When the
teaching space is seen as personal property, there is resistance to group processes that attempt
to open up these private arenas to public scrutiny, collective analysis and collaborative decisionmaking. Ultimately, group leadership is cultural leadership when we draw our groups’ attention
to dysfunctional patterns and offer tools and approaches for establishing more productive ways
of interacting.
Practice: Groups requires attention to pattern breaking, pattern making and pattern taking.
Skillful leaders identify non-productive patterns and structure interactions to produce
behavioral change.
What are some connections to your work related to premise 1 & 2?
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Premise 3: There are predictable dynamics in groups.
While no group is exactly the same as another, or even as itself from one meeting to
WKHQH[WWKHUHDUHSDWWHUQVZHFDQDQWLFLSDWHWKDWLQIRUPPHHWLQJGHVLJQDQGWKDWLQÀXHQFH
interaction. Understanding these dynamics provides key information to group leaders.
Our preferences are sources of judgment; consciously or unconsciously, we tend to be
drawn to those who think like us. These operating preferences produce discomfort or comfort for
both group members and group leaders. Four tensions are classic in all groups:
Task – Relationship: Group members’ work style preferences range from a strong focus
RQWDVNFRPSOHWLRQWRDVWURQJGHVLUHIRULQFOXVLRQDQGFROOHDJXHVKLS&RQÀLFWLQJYDOXHVIRU
attention to task and patience with process cause friction, limit productivity and reduce the
group’s ability to function as a group. We struggle with this dichotomy, particularly when time is
WLJKW<HWZLWKRXWDXQL¿HGYRLFHDQGVKDUHGGHFLVLRQVVFKRROLPSURYHPHQWSURFHVVHVERJGRZQ
in implementation.
Certainty – Ambiguity: Individual group members vary dramatically in their need for
surety before moving forward with plans of action. For some, a lack of clear and precise
GH¿QLWLRQVUXOHVDQGVWHSVLQDSURFHVVKDOWVSURJUHVV+RZHYHULQERWKSODQQLQJDQG
implementation, comfort with some degree of ambiguity is essential for initiatives to move
forward. When this tension is polarized, groups get stuck and lose momentum.
Detail – Big Picture$IRFXVRQWKHVSHFL¿FVRISURMHFWVDQGSODQVLVDVRXUFHRIFRPIRUW
for some group members, while for others a wider and longer-term view energizes their work.
:KLOHWKHELJSLFWXUHSUHIHUHQFHFDQFDXVHLPSDWLHQFHZLWKWKHQHHGIRUVSHFL¿FVLWLVWKHVH
VSHFL¿FVWKDWDUHWKHVWHSSLQJVWRQHVLQD¿QDOSODQ7KRVHZKRSUHIHUGHWDLOVFDQIHHOORVWLQ
navigating the big picture, yet a vision of larger view is necessary to inspire movement and to
launch direction.
Autonomy – Collaboration: Traditionally, schools are structured for autonomy. Schedules,
reward systems and even the physical plant curtail opportunities for shared professional
exchange. We have a limited history and limited skills with collaborative examination of
teaching and learning practices. Individual practitioners who are territorial about their
FXUULFXOXPDQGLQVWUXFWLRQDOSUDFWLFHVDQGRWKHUDUHDVRIH[SHUWLVHPD\KDYHGLI¿FXOW\DOLJQLQJ
their thinking to engage in shared decisions and in aligning their work to produce the gains of
cumulative effect.
Practice: Predictable tensions arise for group members and group leaders. Skillful leaders
acknowledge these tensions and seek balance for the group and for themselves.
:KDWDUHVRPHVSHFL¿FH[DPSOHVRIWKHVHG\QDPLFVLQ\RXUZRUNLQJJURXSV"
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Premise 4: Work sessions should be learning sessions
Learning is not optional in a changing world. The processes of adult work should embed
fundamental principles of effective learning, including inquiry-based exchanges, collaborative
exploration of text and other information sources, scaffolds for building knowledge, pacing
for balanced participation and work style preferences, written and oral responses and periodic
UHÀHFWLRQDQGVHOIDVVHVVPHQW
Focusing on productivity so more work can “get done” often comes at the expense of
developing our groups’ production capacities to engage skillfully with more complex challenges.
It is shortsighted not to purposely develop our groups’ process skills and relational skills. Groups
FDQDFKLHYHERWKJRDOVZKHQDGXOWVFRPHWRJHWKHUE\HI¿FLHQWO\DGGUHVVLQJWKHWDVNDWKDQGDQG
simultaneously enhancing collaborative skills. Learning how to learn from the work and from
each other enhances our group’s task success and capacities for tackling future projects with skill
and grace.
+RZHYHUDGXOWOHDUQLQJLVDOVRXQOHDUQLQJ%HIRUHDQLQGLYLGXDOFDQHPEUDFHQHZZD\V
of operating, unlearning, at a variety of levels, is necessary. Forms of unlearning include
recognizing the difference between habit and choice and deconstructing unquestioned routines
to determine if they are still effective. In group work, unlearning includes examining ways we
speak and listen to each other to discern unproductive patterns that might be replaced with more
effective ways of communicating.
Opportunities for coming together should not be used for dispensing information, but for
processing information and developing shared meaning. Learning is furthered and facilitated by
IRFXVLQJRQVSHFL¿FDQGFRPSOH[FRJQLWLYHSURFHVVHVVXFKDVSUHGLFWLRQFRPSDULVRQDQGFDXVH
HIIHFWUHDVRQLQJ7KHVHDFWLRQVLQDFROODERUDWLYHVHWWLQJGHHSHQXQGHUVWDQGLQJLQÀXHQFHEHOLHIV
produce new ways of thinking about teaching and learning and ultimately alter and enhance
professional practice.
When work sessions are also learning sessions, groups become knowledge-building
communities. Collaborative groups create shared knowledge about teaching and learning based
on their individual and collective experiences, they communicate new understandings and
develop shared meaning. We also learn about ourselves, our colleagues, our group, and what it
means to be an effective group and group member.
When we shape the conversations and the environment in work sessions to promote
individual and collaborative learning we reinforce the value that developing as a professional
requires a commitment to learning with and from other adults, as much as it requires completion
of a task. In fact, processing information and experience is the heart of learning. Our work with
our colleagues IS our work – not what keeps us from our work.
Practice: Meetings are to meet. Skillful leaders should see and design each meeting as an
opportunity to support adult learning.
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Premise 5: Investing energy in design saves energy in delivery.
Effective design is the foundation of any work session. Just as skillful teachers anticipate
outcomes, determine indicators of success and build in contingencies should something
unexpected occur, so too do skillful leaders plan adult work with a developmental mindset.
+RZHYHUSURFHVVLVRQO\HIIHFWLYHZKHQLWLVLQWHQGHGWRVHUYHWKHJURXS¶VSXUSRVH3RZHUIXO
design is based on having clarity of purpose, incorporating clear task and relationship outcomes.
These fundamental design elements focus planning and implementation to produce skillful
groups and group members.
To be more skillful leaders, we need an explicit theory of learning that incorporates an
understanding of adult group dynamics. These complementary frameworks then inform the
choice of structures and strategies in our process designs. Effective process designs engage
energy, balance participation and increase group member satisfaction.
Thoughtful process design also provides scaffolds for productive group work. As group
members build collaborative skills, these structures offer guidelines for task completion while
reinforcing productive group member behaviors. Purposeful design can reduce or eliminate
much of the non-productive behavior that emerges in meetings.
Three key elements inform design decisions: structures, strategies and stances.
Structures: Structuring group work includes three key dimensions: group size and
composition, length of time and degree of structure.
Strategies: Skillful designers of group work purposefully choose protocols and activities
to achieve outcomes for both tasks and relationships. Effective protocols guide interaction,
focus thinking and provide guidelines that keep group members psychologically safe. Through
consistent use, they also build the relational skills necessary for engaging in increasingly
complex collaborative work.
Stances: Skilled group leaders consciously select the most appropriate stance for engaging
their groups. These stances include: presenting, collaborating and facilitating. The leader’s
intention for the session, relationship to the group, the nature of the task or topic and the
LQWULFDFLHVRIVSHFL¿FVWUDWHJLHVDUHDOOFULWLFDOIDFWRUVWRFRQVLGHUZKHQFKRRVLQJDVWDQFH
Practice: Group leaders plan for cumulative effect. Skillful leaders design and apply process
strategies, structures and stances to increase task focus and develop collaborative relationships.
:KDWDUHVRPHDSSOLFDWLRQVIRU\RXUZRUNUHODWHGWRSUHPLVHV "
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Premise 6: Shaping the discourse determines direction.
Productive conversations emerge from purposeful choices about what to talk about, what
not to talk about and the ways in which the group will engage around its selected topics. Lack
RIVWUXFWXUHRSHQVWKHGRRUIRUWKHGLVWUDFWLRQVRIWHOOLQJWKHODWHVW³ZDUVWRULHV´DQG¿OOVWLPH
with social banter that is, at best, unconscious meandering and at worst, a disguised form of task
avoidance.
Professional talk can be organized for a variety of purposes. For example, our intention
might be to report, to argue, to describe, to engage in dialogue, to persuade, to advocate or to
discuss. Skillful engagement and participation is driven by how we attend to others and to our
own internal responses. Conscious awareness of our perceptions, judgments, connections, and
curiosities allows us to question the appropriateness of our responses and act accordingly. Wellcrafted discourse patterns remove the fear of judgment from interactions. All types of discourse
improve when they are carefully structured and the group applies text-based protocols and
JUDSKLFWRROVWRVXUIDFHDQGRUJDQL]HLQIRUPDWLRQDQGFRQFHSWVDQGWDNHVWLPHWRUHÀHFWRQERWK
process and outcomes.
6NLOOIXOOHDGHUVHVWDEOLVKDIUDPHIRUVSHFL¿FGLVFRXUVHSDWWHUQVDQGSXUSRVHV&ODULI\LQJ
our stance as the group leader is an important part of establishing this frame. It is here that we
name the intentions for our roles in the meeting and what interaction patterns the group can
H[SHFW%\QDPLQJWKHVHH[SHFWDWLRQVZLWKFODULW\FRQ¿GHQFHDQGFUHGLELOLW\ZHHVWDEOLVKD
psychological contract with the group that gives permission to place topics before them and gives
permission to structure the discourse processes for engagement with these topics (Grinder, 1997).
Practice: Group leaders frame the conversation. Skillful leaders focus group members’
consciousness on the choices that they are making about what they are talking about and how
they are talking.
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Premise 7: You can’t lead where you won’t go.
If we want group members who are willing to think out loud, embrace new skills, exhibit
new behaviors and experiment with new ideas --- that is, actively learn in public --- then we need
to be the lead learners in these endeavors. What and how we model as a group leader matters.
Leading by example requires vulnerability, humility and a willingness to make mistakes in front
of others. Making our problem solving processes and choice points transparent by thinking out
loud models self-directed learning. To learn and to help others learn, we have to reveal what we
know and don’t know about a problem, proposal or process.
Learning-focused leaders cannot be too explicit. Thoughtful preparation for work sessions
LQFOXGHVFODULI\LQJSHUVRQDOOHDUQLQJJRDOVDQGGHVLJQLQJHI¿FLHQWIHHGEDFNPHWKRGVIRU
assessing our growth in the selected arenas. Leading by example means sharing our personal
learning goals and requesting feedback on the skills and processes on which we are working.
When leaders model and apply effective communication tools, they establish a standard that
becomes the norm for communities of learning. These communities share patterns of discourse
that create productive collaborations.
By admitting mistakes and recovering from them, we increase both trust and credibility
with group members. In fact, skillful recovery often develops stronger bonds between group
leaders and group members than do more seamless group leadership processes. Our willingness
to re-examine and modify structures, processes and protocols based on group member feedback
DPSOL¿HVWKHFROODERUDWLYHHQHUJLHVRIWKHJURXSDQGUHGXFHVGHSHQGHQF\RQXVWREHWKHPDVWHU
of all moments and the solver of all problems. When we step back to reframe purposes and
tasks and to clarify outcomes, we develop shared ownership of the group’s work and the group’s
development.
Practice: Leaders need to see themselves as learners and be willing to learn in public. Skillful
leaders articulate their personal learning goals and seek feedback from their groups.
:KDWDUHVRPHLPSOLFDWLRQVRISUHPLVHV IRU\RXUZRUNDVDOHDGHU"
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Structuring Decisions
Crafting the Container
• Starting the conversation
• Structuring the conversation
• Sustaining thinking in the conversation

S

tructuring choices greatly affect the outcomes of collaborative
group work. These basic design elements set the stage
for focusing energy on the task at hand, balancing the
participation of group members and most importantly for
producing a psychologically safe forum for participants to contribute
ideas and to question the contributions of others. Effective design
choices increase a group’s capacity to address hard-to-talk about
topics and shape thoughtful dialogue and productive discussion.

Purposeful structures maximize the efficient use of time and increase the quality of interactions and results. Novice groups
require formal structures to scaffold success. More expert groups know when to select formal structures to match the emotional
and cognitive demands of their work. Higher performing groups are not harmed by structure. Groups and group members that
need it will be greatly aided by tighter designs. It is always wise to remember that not every participant in a high performing group
may be personally skilled in group processes. The following two broad categories describe considerations for group leaders.

Group Size, Composition and Length of Time as a Working Group
Working group size is an often-overlooked variable that affects group task success. Using pairs, trios and quartets
increases active participation and establishes a safer working climate. Many groups, both large and small, err in
attempting to do the bulk of their work as a committee of the whole. Partners or trios can be pre-assigned, or determined
during the work session using pre-recorded grouping sheets such as seasonal partners. With this method, participants
mingle and use recording sheets with seasonal icons, exchanging names and creating partnerships in the space allotted.
Count-offs or physical repositioning, such as turn to a neighbor or stand and find a colleague are other time efficient ways
to subdivide and energize groups.
Group composition is another factor to consider. Criteria for grouping, such as roles, years of experience, work style
preference or degree of expertise creates small groups that are specialized or diversified, as is appropriate to the task. This
intentional design choice spreads the talent within the larger group and breaks down factions that might exist Purposely
structured pairs, trios or quartets increases success with many tasks. At appropriate points, pairs can join other pairs to
widen the conversation.
Length of time as a working group should vary according to task requirements. Small groups are effective for
text-based activities, idea generation and data exploration. By varying the length of time that groups work together and
regrouping periodically, individuals within a larger group develop deeper working relationships and greater knowledge
of one another. Switching partners also provides a period of purposeful movement for energy and brief social interaction.
One pattern for intact groups is to establish base groups that meet regularly and employ informal partnering for
designated tasks.

Interaction Patterns, Materials and Space
Structuring the patterns of interaction increases productivity and engagement. As indicated above, most groups are
not harmed by structure. By developing a shared repertoire of strategies, protocols and grouping patterns, working
groups enhance success and satisfaction. Fundamental structuring moves include: the use of active public recording
on chart paper so that all can see ideas and information; providing individual writing time and space to think before
a conversation or data exploration starts; using a round-robin pattern for sharing ideas; using a public timer to guide
processes; and assigning roles such as that of a facilitator, recorder, and a materials manager. Having supplies such as
index cards, sticky notes, pens, pads, markers and chart paper available saves time and allows for flexibility in meeting
designs.
One last consideration is the arrangement of the physical space within which the group is working. Group members
need to be able to see and hear one another and have a clear view of charts on the walls and on chart stands during active
public recording. Table and chair arrangements need to be adjusted in some cases to facilitate interaction. Too many
and too few tables and chairs are equally problematic. Visual clutter in the room is an additional distraction. Key charts
noting a projects purpose, outcomes and logistics should be posted prominently where all participants can see them.
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Three Stances for Leading Groups

S

KILLED group leaders consciously select the most appropriate stance for engaging their groups.
These stances include: presenting, collaborating and facilitating. The leader’s intention for the
VHVVLRQUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHJURXSWKHQDWXUHRIWKHWDVNRUWRSLFDQGWKHLQWULFDFLHVRIVSHFL¿F
VWUDWHJLHVDUHDOOFULWLFDOIDFWRUVWRFRQVLGHUZKHQFKRRVLQJDVWDQFH(DFKVWDQFHLVXOWLPDWHO\GH¿QHGE\
who is generating and developing the bulk of the information and analysis of any data being considered
by the group. When presenting, group leaders provide information and analysis; when collaborating,
group leaders and group members share information generation and analysis; and when facilitating, the
group members generate the information and analysis.

A leader might occupy a single stance throughout a work session, or switch stances at various points. For
H[DPSOHDGHSDUWPHQWFKDLUPLJKWLQWURGXFHDVHVVLRQWDVNDQGRFFXS\DIDFLOLWDWLRQVWDQFHIRUWKH¿UVW
part of the meeting. At a point of transition, she might then join the group at the table and collaborate
as a colleague for the next segment of the meeting. In another case, a principal might frame a task for a
leadership team and then present details of a school improvement planning process before switching to a
facilitation stance to clarify understanding and determine next steps for the group.

Present
To present is to teach and transform group members by enriching and extending their knowledge, skills
and attitudes. Successful presentations are outcome driven not activity driven. Clarity of outcomes and
success criteria for achieving these outcomes are the most important element in planning a speech,
seminar or workshop. A rich repertoire of instructional strategies informs the choices available to the
presenter. Matching repertoire to clear outcomes through continuous assessment of goal achievement
VXSSRUWVÀH[LELOLW\LQWKHPRPHQWDQGRYHUWLPH
By designing group work and presentations as learning experiences for other adults, skillful leaders
focus more energy on the learning and the learners, less energy on the content and on themselves as
speakers. Knowledge of adult learning and how to productively engage group members is as important
as the content itself. In practice, content has little meaning in and of itself. Learners, individually and
collectively create meaning from a presentation. By structuring and scaffolding learning experiences for
group members, skilled leaders craft presentations that help group members transform information into
ideas and ideas into actions.
There are several tensions for thoughtful group leaders when taking a presentation stance. One tension is
the trap of expertise. When we have deep knowledge of and commitment to a set of beliefs and ideas, our
passions can sometimes overcome our patience. Our preferences can also become our prescriptions, which
if shared with conviction and credibility can close off group exploration of ideas and the development of
alternative approaches and fresh ways of exploring issues. Another tension is the belief that group leaders
need to be experts on a topic to be credible with the group. By making ideas and text the expert, group
leaders provide expert information without having to be the expert on every topic. Expertise is ultimately
a group capacity in high performing groups and not the province of any one person.
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Collaborate
To collaborate means to work together. In this stance, the group leader and group members co-develop
information, ideas and approaches to problems. Mindful group leaders also use this stance as an
opportunity to model the ways in which professional colleagues interact as a standard for professional
practice. This stance signals trust and respect for group members and a belief in their capabilities as
thinkers and professionals. It is important for team leaders, department heads and other members of
working groups to save a place at the table for themselves as colleagues so they can be in the room with
peers as equals and not be perceived as taking a “one-up” position relative to the group. By preserving
such a space, the switch from feet to seat then signals this shift in stance after framing tasks, presenting
information or facilitating processes.
Room arrangements and where the group leader is positioned relative to other group members indicates
when this is the operating stance. By sitting side-by-side, focused on common information, problems
or issues, the group leader physically and symbolically joins the group as an equal. Pronoun use signals
VWDQFHDVZHOO%\XVLQJSKUDVHVOLNH³/HW¶VWKLQNDERXW´³/HW¶VJHQHUDWH´RU³+RZPLJKWZH"´
group leaders invite participation and remove themselves from the spotlight. Group leaders need to
carefully monitor their actions when occupying this stance. Their own enthusiasm and interest in the topic
or issue at hand may override the intention to co-create ideas and possibilities. False collaboration may
build resentment or become a disguised presentation.
Collaboration is hard work. Purposeful talk requires purposeful listening. Group leaders need to know
when and how to integrate their own energies with those of other group members. When and how to
DGYRFDWHIRUSURFHVVHVRUVSHFL¿FLGHDVUHTXLUHVFRQVFLRXVQHVVWDFWDQGSDWLHQFH$VWKH\FROODERUDWH
VNLOOHGOHDGHUVNHHSSDUWRIWKHLUDZDUHQHVVRQWKHEDOFRQ\WRPRQLWRULQWHUDFWLRQSDWWHUQVLGHDÀRZDQG
group development. Knowing when to withhold their own ideas and listen is as important as knowing
when to join the conversation.

Facilitate
7RIDFLOLWDWHPHDQVWR³PDNHHDVLHU´,QÀH[LQJWRDIDFLOLWDWLYHVWDQFHJURXSOHDGHUVVWUXFWXUHVHVVLRQV
and meetings designed for dialogue, discussion, information processing, planning, problem-solving and
decision making. Facilitative group leaders direct the procedures used during a session by choreographing
WKHHQHUJ\ZLWKLQWKHJURXSDQGPDLQWDLQLQJDIRFXVRQRQHSURFHVVDQGRQHFRQWHQWDWDWLPH$ÀH[LEOH
array of nonverbal and verbal tools supports facilitators in this work. While many of these skills are also
the tools of presenting and collaborating, they take on added importance within this stance as skilled
leaders focus group members’ energy on ideas, information and processes. Permission to facilitate is
not derived by role. The emotional state of the group, the time of day, and the topics before the group
DUHVRPHRIWKHYDULDEOHVWKDWLQÀXHQFHDJURXS¶VG\QDPLF*URXSPHPEHUHQJDJHPHQWFRRSHUDWLRQ
and willingness to take emotional and cognitive risks are the major manifestations of their agreement to
engage productively with a group leader taking a facilitation stance.
The facilitation stance assumes that the group leader is taking a neutral position towards the topic before
the group. If he or she has preferred outcomes or nonnegotiable positions then taking this stance is not
credible with the group. In addition, a leader may need to temporarily shift to a presentation stance to
provide information that might move the group’s work forward. Flexing in and out of this stance requires
thoughtful framing at the start of the session, especially for emotionally charged topics.
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Principles for Leading Groups

A

SET OF basic principles of practice guides the work of skillful group leaders.
Thoughtful application of these elements leads to mastery of the art and science of
 JURXSOHDGHUVKLSVXSSRUWLQJJURXSVLQJUHDWHUWDVNDFFRPSOLVKPHQWDQGLPSURYHPHQWV
in working relationships. These principles form the invisible inner structure that produces
FRQ¿GHQWHI¿FLHQWDQGHIIHFWLYHRUFKHVWUDWLRQRIJURXSSURFHVVHVLQPHHWLQJVVHPLQDUVDQG
workshops. They underpin the design and delivery of high stakes sessions, especially when a
group is working on critical projects, emotionally charged material and/or relational tensions in
the room.
The principles are associated and operate as a package. Many of them work together in bundles
as group leaders focus the attention of group members, frame tasks and processes, present
information and facilitate productive conversations. For each principle, there is also a list of
associated principles.
As the building blocks of successful group leadership, the principles become factors for
anticipating and preparing for sessions, analyzing procedural glitches as they occur within
JURXSZRUNDQGUHFRYHULQJIRFXVDQGÀRZZKHQLWLVDSSURSULDWHWRUHGLUHFWDJURXSLQDWDVNRU
process.
7RGHYHORSÀXHQF\ZLWKWKHSULQFLSOHVIRUOHDGLQJJURXSVUHTXLUHVLVRODWLQJVSHFL¿FH[DPSOHV
for purposeful practice in low-risk settings. There are many opportunities in daily work with
groups both small and large to apply these principles. Frequent and consistent use is essential for
LQWHUQDOL]LQJWKHVHHOHPHQWVVRWKDWWKH\FDQEHDSSOLHGZLWKJUDFHDQGFRQ¿GHQFHHVSHFLDOO\
when the stakes are high.
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Principles
Code

Learning Goals

E- can explain
M- can model
A- apply when I remember
I- integrated into my practice

• New learning
$SSO\LQJ UH¿QLQJVNLOOV
• Integrating skills

SESSION 3

Practice Opportunities

Backtrack and Foreshadow ___
Capture Attention First ___
Choose Voice ___
Create A Third Point ___
Decontaminate Problem
Space ___
'HVFULEH:KDW:K\+RZBBB
Establish Spatial Anchors ___
Go Visual ___
Make Text The Expert ___
Separate Attention from
Message ___
Show-Don’t Say __
Signal Stance Change ___
Use Pronouns with Purpose ___
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Backtrack and Foreshadow
To backtrack and foreshadow is to remind group members of where they’ve been and to
alert them to what is to come. Skillful leaders use visual references and verbal elaboration to
backtrack and foreshadow such elements as: process steps, task stages and outcome targets.
7KHVHSK\VLFDOFRJQLWLYHDQGHPRWLRQDOPDUNHUVVXSSRUWJURXSPHPEHUVLQPDQDJLQJWKHÀRZ
of the work by reminding them of what has been accomplished and what lies ahead.
Group members who are embedded in the tasks at hand don’t always stick their heads up to
QRWLFHWKHÀRZRIJRDODFKLHYHPHQWIRUWKHLUWDVNVDQGUHODWLRQVKLSV%HFDXVHJURXSVDUHQRW
always aware of their progress, highlighting what has been accomplished supports a group
cognitively and emotionally, while keeping the bigger picture in mind.
Backtracking and foreshadowing helps group members manage time and energy by establishing
an appropriate pace for the work. They can then apply their full focus to the present tasks and
processes and not become distracted by project elements that may reside in future sessions once
current efforts are successfully completed.
Associated Principles:
Choose Voice Use Pronouns with Purpose

Capture Attention First
To capture group members’ attention means to establish a shared focal point for their
collective physical, cognitive and emotional energies. Effective group leaders capture group
PHPEHUV¶DWWHQWLRQ¿UVWEHIRUHVWDUWLQJDVHVVLRQSUHVHQWLQJLQIRUPDWLRQJLYLQJWDVN
GLUHFWLRQVRUDVNLQJTXHVWLRQV%\SDXVLQJWRHQVXUHDFHQWUDOSRLQWRIIRFXVWKHFRQ¿GHQW
leader goes slow to go fast. This principle is especially important when making transitions
between activities, such as moving from small group to larger group processes or returning
from breaks.
7KLVSULQFLSOHPD\VHHPFRXQWHULQWXLWLYHZKHQWLPHLVWLJKWDQGVWDNHVDUHKLJK+RZHYHU
time is often lost or wasted when group members are not fully attending to purpose
statements or process directions. The resulting lack of clarity can lead to confusion, frustration
and annoyance for those group members who were listening and are ready to begin. Establishing
DSDWWHUQRIFDSWXULQJDWWHQWLRQ¿UVWXQL¿HVDQGIRFXVHVWKHJURXSDVDZKROHWKDWLVUHDG\WR
move forward together.
Associated Principles:
Choose Voice
Establish Spatial Anchors
Use Pronouns with Purpose
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for Focusing Attention
• Freeze body
• Freeze gesture
• Use a credible voice
• Break and breathe
• From a new space deliver
a new message

Separate Attention from Message
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Choose Voice
+XPDQVSHDNHUVQDWXUDOO\YDU\WKHLUYRFDOSLWFKWRPDWFKWKHLQWHQWLRQRIWKHLUFRPPXQLFDWLRQ
Statements typically have an intonation pattern that is different than the pattern for a question.
To increase participant engagement, group leaders choose a voice pattern that is appropriate
to the intended purpose, operating across a vocal range that runs from a credible to a more
approachable tone (Zoller & Landry, 2010; Grinder, 1997). By developing purposeful vocal
patterns, successful leaders communicate clear messages and promote trust.
7KHFUHGLEOHYRLFHKDVQDUURZUDQJHRIPRGXODWLRQDQGÀDWWRQHWKDWGURSVDWWKHHQGRID
sentence. Speakers produce this tone by holding their heads still and dropping their chins and
shoulders to relax the neck and diaphragm muscles. This physical pattern works to lower the
pitch while projecting a sense of purpose and authority to the message being conveyed. Leaders
use the credible voice to focus attention, frame tasks and processes and present information. This
YRLFHFRPPXQLFDWHVFRQ¿GHQFHDQGFUHGLELOLW\
The approachable voice has a wider range of modulation with a rising tone at the end of a
statement. Speakers produce this tone by leaning towards the group, maintaining eye contact
and head movement. This physical pattern signals high engagement and that the leader is
seeking information or wishing to explore the information being presented. Leaders use the
approachable voice to create a sense of psychological safety, to invite thinking, encourage
responses and communicate acceptance of ideas.
Associated Principles:
Capture Attention First
Signal Stance Change

Describe What, Why, How Separate Attention from Message
Use Pronouns with Purpose

Create a Third Point
A third point is an inanimate object in the room that becomes the focus of attention. Productive
group work often requires the skillful application of a third point to focus a conversation and
create the appropriate level of emotional protection so individuals and groups can engage with
the topic and one another (Zoller & Landry, 2010; Grinder, 1997). Three-point communication
operates with the group leader as one point of the triangle, the group as the second point and
some data or focusing information as the third point. For group work, the third point might
include a chart or projected slide containing a data-display, purpose statement, problem scenario,
project outcomes, timelines or other pertinent information.
This same principle applies when pairs are working together with a “third-point” on the table
between them. In that case each partner is a point and the text or graphic material is the third
point. Third points might include professional articles or text selections, samples of student
work, displays of quantitative or qualitative data, or expected standards.
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A focus on the third point increases psychological safety by separating the third-point
information from the group leader and centering group-members talk and eye contact on the
“data” and not on one another. Skillful group leaders support this process by depersonalizing the
information being considered.
Associated Principles:
Go Visual
Establish Spatial Anchors

Show-Don’t Say Use Pronouns with Purpose

Decontaminate Problem Space
Problem spaces develop in a meeting or seminar room when the leader or a participant shares
information that triggers some form of strong emotions for group members. Because location
holds memory, thoughtful group leaders are purposeful about their use of space as they deliver
information and feedback to their groups. Space gets contaminated when a message that might
be perceived as negative or corrective is given from a location that the group associates with
facilitation or presentation.
To intentionally contaminate a space for a potentially problematic message and decontaminate
protected spaces move to the side of the room away from such preserved spaces and call the
group to attention from there. This physical shift is especially important when the group leader
needs to directly intervene with a group that has gone off course or when a process has broken
down. By delivering the corrective messages from this now “contaminated space” the leader
separates the visual and verbal intervention from the prime presentation and facilitation spaces.
NOTE: It is important to break eye contact and not talk as you walk between the facilitation
space and the intervention space. It’s as if you are playing the part of two different characters
in a theater production; the facilitator/ presenter character speaks from one area, the intervening
leader from another.
6SHFL¿FHYHQWVRUSUHYLRXVVSHDNHUVVRPHWLPHFRQWDPLQDWHZKROHPHHWLQJVSDFHV,QWKRVH
instances, the room arrangements and grouping patterns need to be adjusted to clear the space,
create new sightlines and new relationships between participants. Removing chairs and tables
or in some way altering the seating arrangements and visual information on the walls can
decontaminate and freshen the space to energize more productive work patterns.
Associated Principles:
Go Visual
Establish Spatial Anchor

Separate Attention from Message

Describe What, Why, How
Skillful group leaders intentionally describe the what, why and how of structures, strategies and
protocols. This principle embodies a spirit of transparency and communicates to the group the
WKLQNLQJEHKLQGGHVLJQFKRLFHVDQGWKHEHQH¿WVWRWKHPDVLQGLYLGXDOVDQGDVDJURXS7KH³ZKDW´
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names the structure, strategy or protocol with which the group is about to engage. The “why”
describes the intended outcomes for these choices for the group and the work. The “why” includes
EHQH¿WVVXFKDVJUHDWHUWDVNIRFXVOHDGLQJWRSURMHFWVXFFHVVDQGRXWFRPHVVXFKDVWLPHHI¿FLHQWWDVN
completion, more balanced participation and the opportunity for all voices to be heard. The “how”
offers the directions and describes the procedures and processes that will be involved. The “how”
may require graphic support and modeling for multi-step or complex processes.
While there is typically some “boilerplate” language for strategies and protocols, the “whys’ need to
be customized to the particular group and its context. When group members understand why they are
being asked to do something, especially if that something breaks or upsets established patterns, there
is reduced push back, resistance or subversion for the procedures and processes.
Associated Principles:
Choose Voice
Use Pronouns with Purpose

Establish Spatial Anchors
$VSDWLDODQFKRULVDQDUHDLQDSUHVHQWDWLRQRUPHHWLQJURRPWKDWLVDVVLJQHGDVSHFL¿FSXUSRVH
Spatial anchors are based on the psychological phenomena that locations hold memory. By
establishing spatial anchors in meeting and presentation spaces, group leaders connect ideas and
HPRWLRQVWRVSHFL¿FORFDOHVLQWKHURRP7KHVHVSDFHVWKHQDQFKRUWKHIXQFWLRQVDQGHVVHQWLDOFRQWHQW
delivered or facilitated from those spots. Consistently using the same spot for the same purpose marks
the purpose for that location. These functions might include a space for calling the group to attention;
a space for giving directions, a space for presenting information and a space for eliciting participant
comments and questions. Applying this principle is especially important with large groups.
Spatial anchors are vital for holding important information for ongoing projects. Anchored graphics
VXFKDVWLPHOLQHVSURGXFWVSHFL¿FDWLRQVOHJDOUHTXLUHPHQWVDQGSURMHFWRXWFRPHVVKRXOGEHSRVWHG
on a sidewall that is visible to the group. When group members engage with a project over time, these
nonnegotiable items need to be visibly alive in the room and held in a space where the leader can refer
to them away from other protected spaces in the room.
Associated Principles:
Go Visual
Decontaminate Problem Space
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Go Visual
Skillful group leaders go visual for hard to talk about information. We live in a graphically rich world
in which many learners prefer visual forms of input, yet we try to communicate sensitive or complex
messages orally. When the information is emotionally loaded or conceptually complex, many
listeners have trouble tracking what is being said. This is especially true when listeners experience
HPRWLRQDOÀRRGLQJDQGGURSLQWRDQLQWHUQDOFRQYHUVDWLRQDQGVWRSDWWHQGLQJWRWKHOHDGHU
Oral input makes listeners dependent on the speaker and establishes a one-up relationship causing
WKHOLVWHQHUWRDVNIRUFODUL¿FDWLRQRUUHSHWLWLRQRIWKHPHVVDJH *ULQGHU 9LVXDOGLVSOD\VDOORZ
participants a greater degree of autonomy since they can take in the information for themselves and
examine the details as many times as they want to. By getting the visual sources off to the side the
leader can separate the message from the messenger and facilitate a three-point conversation about the
displayed information. (See Create a Third Point)
Associated Principles:
Create A Third Point
Separate Attention from Message

Show Don’t Say

Make Text the Expert
Making text the expert moves the attention of group members from the leader to the information
being considered. By applying a variety of paired and small group protocols, leaders increase group
members’ engagement with ideas and with each other. This deeper engagement and small group
interaction increases psychological safety and allows for the messiness of true learning. Rather
than focus on what the leader thinks about the information, group members develop their own
understanding and questions about the material.
Text as expert or some form of media as expert brings a deeper knowledge base and perspective to
the group. This is especially important with controversial topics or when a group is exploring options
that might be challenging long-established patterns in the organization. Applying this principle also
DOORZVOHDGHUVWRZRUNZLWKLGHDVDQGLQIRUPDWLRQPRUHFRQ¿GHQWO\ZKHQWKH\RUJURXSPHPEHUVGR
not feel knowledgeable about the topic.
Associated Principles:
Create A Third Point
Go Visual

Show Don’t Say

Separate Attention From Message
Calling a group to attention is always some form of an interruption. No matter how skillfully
performed, the attention move intrudes on the thoughts, conversations and present engagement of
group members. At the beginning of meetings and other work sessions participants are likely to be
engaged in social conversations or connecting about some shared project. During work sessions the

18
18

MiraVia, LLC • Laura Lipton & Bruce Wellman, Co-Directors

© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELBW0103
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 12th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 22–25 May 2015

BRUCE WELLMAN

FRIDAY 22 MAY 2015

SESSION 3

shift from small group to large group work breaks into the processes occupying those groups. In
many cases, group members stop talking and turn toward the group leader but may not have fully
focused their attention on what the leader is then attempting to communicate.
Given these tendencies in groups, thoughtful leaders separate their attention moves from the messages
they want to transmit by standing still (See Capture Attention First) using a credible voice and a
frozen gesture then applying a pattern called break-and breathe to deliver their message from a slightly
different space (Grinder 1997). To break-and-breathe, the group leader exhales, breaks eye contact
with the group and takes a small step to establish a space for the new message.
Associated Principles:
Capture Attention First
Signal Role Change

Choose Voice Establish Spatial Anchors

Use Pronouns with Purpose

Show Don’t Say
By showing and not saying what they wish to communicate group leaders attract the attention of
JURXSPHPEHUVDQGIRFXVLWRQHVVHQWLDOPHVVDJHV+XPDQEUDLQVDUHZLUHGWRGHWHFWFKDQJHVLQ
the immediate environment. Our involuntary attention systems note these changes and respond
accordingly. When group leaders “show” but “don’t say” they engage the involuntary attention system
RIJURXSPHPEHUVDQGHI¿FLHQWO\IRFXVWKHLUDWWHQWLRQRQWKHGHVLUHGLQIRUPDWLRQ
The principle operates when a group leader points or gestures toward the intended focus, such as a
screen or chart, using a frozen gesture. While keeping his or her own eyes on the screen, the leader
invites group members to bring their attention to the focal point. For example, a leader might say in
a credible voice: “Please bring your attention in this direction and consider the question noted here.”
The group’s eyes will follow the leader’s eyes to the screen and by not reading the question aloud, the
group leader encourages visual processing and deeper engagement. This principle also applies when a
JURXSOHDGHUXVHVDSK\VLFDOJHVWXUHVXFKDVKROGLQJXSDQXPEHURI¿QJHUVWRLQGLFDWHDWLPHVSDQIRU
task completion. Again, the key is to show but not say the message.
Associated Principles:
Capture Attention First

Separate Attention from Message

Signal Stance Change
Skillful leaders utilize three primary stances for structuring interaction patterns with their groups:
facilitating, collaborating and presenting. The ability to switch between stances is an essential capacity
for successful work with groups. Group members need to know which stance a leader is employing in
a given moment. Successful leaders label the present stance they are taking so group members know
how to relate to the leader in that moment and how to consider any information or ideas that the leader

Copyright 2011 © MiraVia, LLC • The Road to Learning

© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELBW0103
Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 12th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 22–25 May 2015

19
19

BRUCE WELLMAN

FRIDAY 22 MAY 2015

SESSION 3

is offering. A leader’s choice of stance is based on his or her intention and purpose at any given
time. Effective group leaders have an extensive repertoire of strategies and skills related to the
three stances that support group development, task focus and relational development. To support
group members in these tasks, mindful group leaders signal when their stance is changing.
To signal stance change requires both verbal and nonverbal clarity and congruence. For example,
a leader who is operating in a presentation stance might signal a change to a facilitative stance
by verbally announcing the change, breaking eye contact with the group, physically moving to a
new space in the room and shifting from a credible to a more approachable voice. Or, a leader in
a facilitative stance would verbally announce a change to a more collaborative stance, take a seat
at the table with the group and join the conversation on a more equal footing.
Associated Principles:
Choose Voice
Establish Spatial Anchors

Use Pronouns with Purpose

Use Pronouns with Purpose
Expert group leaders use pronouns with purpose. Pronoun use conveys the relationship between
the leader and the group, as well as the relationship between the group and the work. It might be
“our” work, “your” work, or “the” work. If the leader is a member of the group, such as a team
leader or department head, it is most likely “our” work with the leader being a full participant in
the effort. If the leader is not a working member of the group, such as a principal or curriculum
consultant, it may then be “your” work, especially if the leader is framing the task but will not be
participating in the hands on completion of the project. “Your” would also be most appropriate
for leaders who are from outside agencies, as well. In the case where the task is emotionally hard
to handle for some or all group members, or the relationships are unclear, the safest course is to
use neutral language and say “the” work.
Inappropriate pronoun choice can alienate group members by implying that they are in some way
working for the leader and not for some greater purpose. When leaders say things like, “here’s
what I want you to do” or “please give me your attention”, they imply a power or charisma
relationship in which the group is there to serve the leader’s needs. Instead, thoughtful leaders
say, “The next task is . . . “ or “Please pause and turn your attention to the screen for the next
steps in the process.”

Associated Principles:
Capture Attention First
Separate Attention from Message
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If… Then…

If I remember to . . .

Then I’ll be able to . . .
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Learning Partners
Make an appointment with 3 different people—one for each image. Be sure you each record the appointment on your page.
Only make the appointment if there is an open slot at that spot on each of your forms.
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