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I want to talk about groups from both a
dynamical and practical point of view.
Group theories are varied and can often
be perceived as complicated and hard to
give meaning to in terms of working with
groups on a day-to-day basis. How
groups work is a fascinating subject and
one that one could spend many years
studying. I hope to present a fairly broad
description of the dynamics of groups to
the more specific tools of managing
groups. When I talk about groups I am
referring mainly to any group that we
can find ourselves in. A good definition
is that a group is a special circumstance
that consists of two or more individuals
who are connected through common
goals and a shared identity. My
underlying consideration when writing
this article is the class-groups we as
colleagues and professionals encounter
on a daily basis in school and the many
settings in schools that we encounter
these groups. The settings are, in the
main, the structured classroom settings,
although we do meet many different
types of groups on the corridors, in the
canteens and in the recreation areas and
playgrounds of our schools. Maybe that
needs to be a topic for further discussion

There is an argument which says that,
upon reflection, there is no such thing
as an individual. Considering the
nature of our own ‘individual’
experiences, and the highly
individualised nature of western society,
it might be difficult to come to terms
with such a concept. But imagine not
having any other person to relate to at

all at the different levels we are able to
relate to people at. How would we get
to know ourselves? Who would we be?
What would a song sound like if it did
not have an audience? Does the song
only come in to existence when it is
heard? I believe that humans evolved
into a species that is best equipped for
survival when it functions in groups.
When we imagine the individual in a
group – ourselves maybe – we can
immediately begin to consider many
aspects of human development that add
so much to our existence as we already
know it. A Zen master once said that
when I look at you, you, you and you,
I’m looking at me, me, me and me. This
saying plants me firmly in the middle of
any group that I am part of, and though
there are generational gaps and other
fundamental differences, when it comes
to working with students, I believe we
are just as much a part of the students
groups that we work with and can
benefit greatly in our understanding of
both our students, and maybe more
importantly, ourselves.

It could be said that groups allow for
vital support mechanisms that increase
the chance of survival for all group
members. The ‘primary school’ model
of education offers a secure attachment
for the majority of its students when it
is needed most. The move to secondary
school can often be traumatic for many
students. There is a lot of research
being carried out with regard to the
affect secondary transfer alone has on
young people.
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The research is showing that the
transfer can be a hugely traumatic
experience if not managed properly;
that it can have long-lasting negative
reverberations for students throughout
their years at secondary school.
Additionally, moving from class-to-class
and having to ‘negotiate’ the corridor
can be difficult for students. The
recreation area or playground can
provoke similar responses. It is
therefore of no great surprise that
students in secondary school attach
themselves rather quickly to groups.
That is why it is so important to have a
‘Tutor System’ and ‘Year Head System’
that offers a secure base to students, in
order they attach in a predominantly
positive manner. Poorly managed
students will form groups that will
create an energy that will eventually be
hard to penetrate and one of the basic
beliefs of such a group is that they
possess a stronger sense of belonging
than any group that teachers may
develop, usually behind the staff-room
door. Furthermore, imagine that such a
group of students pick up on any
disharmony within the staff-room! This
will only cement their beliefs and
permit them to carry on regardless of
rules and regulations. For many of the
above reasons it is only natural that
students today, either unconsciously or
consciously, form or flock towards
groups. We as adults, of course, behave
similarly, so how we are in groups might
have much to inform us as to how we
manage them.

The role of the teacher / leader in the
group is of such vital importance.
Groups have to be managed with a
mature flexibility and so many
teachers do it wonderfully, from a
place of innate wisdom and
understanding. Considering some of
the issues discussed in the previous
paragraph it is also important to
remember that teachers have to
manage the following dynamics with
considerable skill:

Groups do not possess survival
benefits without important costs to
the members of the group. This is a
dynamic that is ‘picked up’ by each
member as they wonder are they
next to be ‘picked off’ and what
must they do to remain in the
group, to survive in the group

Inter and intra group competition.
Again this requires a huge energy
and level of awareness in order to
be seen within the group and from
outside the group that the group
member is able to manage both
internal and external competition

Inter and intra group conflict. It is
this and this alone that can heighten
internal stress to such a degree that
when things snap, for whatever
reason, the situation can be so
difficult to manage for the member
themselves, the leader / facilitator /
teacher. And most importantly, will
the group survive the conflict?
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A need for social shielding from others
outside of the group. Maybe Groucho
Marx was right when he said that I
don't care to belong to a club that
accepts people like me as members but
great energy is invested in maintaining
the ‘status quo’ of most groups.
Members will do their utmost not to
rock the boat. This can be one of the
strongest dynamics that exists between
groups of pupils and teachers

This can be one of the strongest
dynamics that exists between groups
of pupils and teachers

The above four bullet points would put
the most skilful group leader/facilitator
to the pin of their collar to manage with
any degree of success and yet many
teachers manage it on an hourly basis,
day in, day out. So it is worth noting
the following points:

Asch’s (1956) suggests that individuals
conform to the majority

even when there is no social
pressure to conform

no rewards for conforming

or no punishments for being the
minority

In many ways this makes for
uncomfortable reading. I have managed
many class groups over my many years
of teaching and I have looked at the
behaviour of certain students and it has
astounded me. This astonishment has
arisen from the strong belief that I know
that this particular student would
definitely not behave like this on a one-
to-one basis. I have one student in mind
and I remember asking her why she was
behaving the way she was behaving.
She looked at me and genuinely said
that she didn’t know. I believed her.

Milgram (1965) suggests that
individuals can be influenced under
certain immediate situations that make
the individual feel

they are emotionally distant

following orders

and/or

part of a larger group

Research suggests that individuals’
attitudes can influence their own
behaviour, and that behaviour can also
influence one’s attitudes (Waller, 2002;
Zimbardo, 1971; Pilner, 1974; Cialdini,
1978 all cited in Myers). This research
on what influences individuals plays an
important role in group dynamics
because it can influence the group
cohesion and later inter-group dilemmas,
that is, groups of students and groups of
teachers.
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The more similar the members (age,
sex, race, attitudes) of the group are, the
higher the cohesion. Similarity within
a group gives the group a common
identity in which the members can all
relate and the more categories the
members of the group have in common,
the stronger the common identity. This
common identity empowers the group
to create group norms that all members
of the group are expected to fulfill
through their attitudes, beliefs and
behaviours.

Research suggests that in a group, if the
high cohesion is based on how much
the members like the group and get
along with everyone, then the group
members are less likely to speak up
against the group norms and the group
is more likely to make poor decisions
(McCauley, 1998). This is both
interesting and a challenge to those of
us who may have to manage such
groups. When individuals in a group
are more concerned with their social
relations than their tasks, they are less
likely to cause conflict within a group
because they want to keep the
congeniality. Members of a group
might not want to ruin positive
relations within the group by criticising
the group’s goals, decision, attitudes or
behaviours. It is at this point that
individuals begin to lose their identity
within the group and take on the norms
as outlined above.

A negative aspect that arises from groups
is the possible deindividuation of group
members. This deindividuation occurs

in certain situations where people
abandon their normal restraints, lose
their sense of individual identity and
become responsive to group norms.
Being in a group, where an individual
feels anonymous, causes an individual to
do things that they are less likely to do
when alone and identified. The ability to
be anonymous in a group increases
deindiviuation. Deindividuated people
are less controlled, less self-regulated,
more responsive to the situation and
more likely to act without thinking about
their own values. These deindividuated
individuals completely diminished their
self-awareness and do things with other
group members that they would never do
alone. This aspect of groups negatively
influencing its members can cause
members to act in a way they would not
behave as individuals. One other
negative aspect of groups is its ability to
shape its members’ views as well as their
behaviours. Applying these ideas to
groups of student can develop our
understanding of students’ behaviours.
This understanding, call it awareness,
allows us to prepare ourselves as teachers
for the work we do with groups. It can
allow us to develop techniques which can
interrupt the flow of negative behaviour
and channel the dynamics of groups
towards a more creative standpoint,
where students will benefit more by
being in groups when these dynamics are
managed appropriately.

One final ‘negative’ aspect of group
dynamics is the ability of the group to
‘sacrifice’ its members, usually on the
basis that the group, at both a conscious
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and unconscious level, has an in-built
need to survive, no matter what.
Sacrifice and martyrdom of group
members increases the power of the
group, the mobilization within the group
and guilt. Obviously this mobilizing by
sacrifice does not require killing other
people. It only requires that a group
member sacrifices themselves for the
greater cause of the group. This sacrifice
moves individuals within the group to
more extreme sides and actions (group
polarization). The members of the group
feel guilty and feel the need to live up to
their other members sacrifices.
Members of the group compare
themselves to other members of the
group and feel that it is their duty to be
as self-sacrificing as the other members
in the group. Every teacher I know could
give a very good example of a group of
students behaving in such a manner. For
me an example would be of something
happening in the classroom when I was
not present, for whatever reason. I have
experienced students taking the blame
for what was done when in fact they
never did it at all. Yet they are prepared
to take the blame and the punishment
threatened and the group are willing to
let this happen.

What has been outlined above suggests
that individuals are easily persuaded and
influenced, but even more persuaded and
influenced when they are in groups. This
could be a positive aspect of groups;
however, based on a group dynamics,
these tactics of persuasion can be
negative causing a greater divide
between the group and the outside

communities. Group members are more
likely to “go along to get along”,
influence each others’ behaviours and
attitudes, and at times create
deindividuation, group polarisation and
groupthink.

So what can we as teachers do to
manage groups in a way that is both
creative and rewarding for all those who
are part of the group, including the
teacher? I would certainly say that a
greater understanding of what happens
in groups as outlined above is of vital
importance. These dynamics are, for
me, natural occurring events that need
to be managed by the teachers, for the
students. My belief is that the students
are acting primarily on an unconscious
level and when put to the test, as in the
case of the student mentioned above, do
not genuinely know why they are
behaving the way they are behaving.
They certainly know that they are
behaving the way they are, but again,
may not fully know why. Challenged
on a one-to-one basis they will do their
best to develop insights; challenged as a
group they will probably shrug their
shoulders and continue on regardless,
unless managed appropriately. As
young teenagers, and older teenagers
too, they do not have the necessary
emotional vocabulary or psychological
insight that will allow them to gain the
understanding many of us believe they
should have when they come in to
secondary school. I believe that the way
forward in working with groups is
down to us as teachers to manage. And,
it is not that difficult to do!
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I would argue that there is no absolute
need for any teacher to train as a
counsellor to facilitate any work with
groups or individual, though there can
be a certain amount of ‘crossover’ in the
skills of teaching and counselling. I do
believe though that it has aided my work
greatly having a knowledge
of what I call the ‘tools’ of counselling –
transference, counter-transference,
projection, projective identification,
defences. Of these projection and
projective identification are the most
useful in creating an understanding for
ourselves as teachers into the workings
of groups. It also allows us to separate
out what emotion belongs to whom
and can inform us as to who holds
particular feelings in the group. Also a
grasp of what are called ‘The Facilitating
Attitudes’ is useful. They are Empathy,
Genuineness, Concreteness, Respect,
Confrontation and Immediacy. When I
work with these attitudes I find students
respond positively and are more willing
to engage with what I as a teacher am
offering them. Finally, the understanding
of boundary issues is of prime
importance.

One of our main functions as teachers is
to establish boundaries. As a student
myself going to school in the sixties and
seventies there was one very clear
boundary, a boundary I often crossed,
but hated doing so. That was corporal
punishment. I knew if I did A, B or C I
would be punished. Sometimes I took
the risk (sometimes it paid off and most
times not!) but this harsh boundary

deeply influenced how I behaved – I
generally succumbed. Some will argue
that it worked but on reflection I have
so much more respect for the teachers
who did not use it. Corporal
punishment’s removal in 1982 (the year
I did the H. Dip.) left a void and gave a
very strong voice to pupils who had very
little up to that. It also meant that
teachers needed additional skills to
manage their classrooms, training that
was often hard to come by given the
curricular demands that teachers
experienced both then and now.

I would describe the ‘void’ mentioned
above as a place that was ‘boundary-
less’ and any place without boundaries
is sure to create feelings of chaos and
terror that no human being would
choose to be party to.

I always maintain that for a boundary
to exist one must actually feel it, sense
it, touch it, know what it is to lean up
against it, know what it is to cross it,
know what it is to be brought back into
it. There is a wonderful story told of an
African tribe that sings a new song for
the child of an expectant mother. When
the baby is born this new song is sung at
the child’s birth. When the child
becomes an adult it is sung, when the
adult marries their song is sung again. It
is also sung for the member of the
community if that member steps outside
the accepted norms within the culture of
the tribe. The song is sung to remind
them of where they have come from and
where they belong. If the person does
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not hear the song the tribe believe that
it is not just the person who will lose
their place in the tribe but the tribe will
lose a son or daughter they have loved.
The song reminds them of the
boundary.

It is only within a boundary that we
will feel safe and secure enough to
attach in order to eventually detach.
Paradoxically, the boundary cannot be
rigid and set in stone but flexible
enough for a certain amount of change
to manifest itself through the passage
of time. It is this ‘detachment’ we
want our students to manage, with, of
course, the support of their families.
We want to send them out of our
school ‘system’ so they can establish
their own ‘system’ on a secure base in
a society that can often be a difficult
place to exist. From what has already
been written I believe that you will
agree that the broader adult world is
an easy place for people to lose their
sense of individuality and any group
experience that can give a sense of
being an individual as well as being
part of a group is worth striving for.

So it is critical for our work that we
establish the boundaries for our groups
of students. One way of establishing a
boundary is being prepared to
establish groups or classes that begin
to look at what is positive about the
work that students present to us. I
admire the work of Andy Vass and
Peter Hook who say that
concentrating on the positive part

means that you are working to create
interactions which allow you to teach
children about socially appropriate
behaviour at the same time as protecting
dignity and self esteem. For Vass and
Hook there is an emphasis in teaching on
positive rather than negative statements,
there is regular and sustained use of
praise and rewards, that we should teach
students the social skills they need to be
successful and that we should be
redirecting the students towards success
rather than highlighting their mistakes.

Vass and Hook talk about eight core
principles whilst planning for positive
interventions whilst working with groups

1. Plan for good behaviour. There should
not necessarily be an expectation that
groups of students will act
appropriately. It is essential that the
curriculum on both an academic and
personal are planned well in advance

2. Separate the inappropriate behaviour
from the student. Think of the student
who has a twinkle in their eye and
does something out of turn. A part of
us has already separated out the
behaviour from the student. We need
to apply this skill to all our students

3. Use the language of choice.
Ultimatums rarely work so offering
choices will help your students decide
on what course of action they want to
choose. Avoid the ‘firing squad’
choice straight away – keep something
in reserve
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4. Focus on primary behaviours.
Concentrate on what the student is
doing right here, right now. Try your
best to avoid the past and including
a multitude of other transgressions
carried out by the student at other
times – even that day

5. Actively build trust and support.
This is my number one. In all my
years of working with people it is the
establishment of a relationship that is
of most importance. With the
establishment of a relationship the
ability to communicate at an
appropriate level increases
exponentially

6. Model the behaviour that you wish to
see. There is absolutely nothing to
gain by shouting at a student in order
to tell them to stop making noise! I
often feel that interacting with
students allows us to show other
students what we believe is an
appropriate way to be

7. Follow up on issues that count.
There is no reward for going off on a
tangent – deal with what is important
and not the issues that provide a little
bit of ‘light entertainment’ for other
students who may be party to
procedures

8. Reconnect and repair the
relationship. This ties in with point
five and I would probably need to
write a few thousand more words to

get myself to stop talking about this!
One of my most useful tools ever in
teaching was to apologise to a student
and, to have even more impact, do it
in front of another student or even a
group of students. They will just not
be expecting it and they will have
rarely heard it from any adult

There is another great teaching tool that
I have tried my best to use. It is using
an ‘I Statement’ as opposed to a ‘You
Statement’. If I use a ‘You Statement’ I
have more chance of making the student
I am talking to become more defensive
than if I use an ‘I Statement’. An ‘I
Statement’ cannot be denied by anyone
as it describes my reality as I am
experiencing it right now. For example,
if I said that I was upset by what one
student said to another student, nobody
could deny that I was upset. They could
ask me why it is that I am upset and
explore it that way. Again they could
not deny my ‘upsetness’. A ‘You
Statement’ shifts the responsibility of the
relationship on to the other person and
that can often be hard to cope with,
especially as I said earlier, if they have
not got the emotional vocabulary to deal
with what is going on in the heat of an
argument.

The last teaching tool I want to speak
about is Tim O’ Brien’s Battle Zone v
Learning Zone.



For me this diagram is around choice. I
as the teacher/group facilitator can ask
myself the question about whether I
want to go down the Battle Zone or go
down the Learning Zone. Every choice
we make, has its consequences. If the
intervention we choose to make has at
its core ‘The Learning Zone’, our work
with student groups will be so much
better for both teachers and students.

Groups are where we as humans exist
best. They can often be places where the
complicated dynamics of relationship
confuse us and cause us to want to ‘opt
out’, however we do. But groups are the

places we are nurtured, where we can
grow and develop, where we can find
comfort and security and where we
can be challenged to the very core of
our being. As always, we can manage
them best when we blend theory and
practicalities. I will leave you with the
saying of that Zen Master: when I look
at you, you, you and you, I’m looking
at me, me, me and me.
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A short case study for the implications
of Tim O Brien’s Battle Zone vs.
Learning Zone focussing on guidance
counsellors
If you were to ask any guidance
counsellor, what zone they would like to
be in, they would automatically say the
‘Learning Zone’. It is always the
preferred option but not always the
reality.

The student who comes to be with the
guidance counsellor not of their own
volition is most likely the student who
will bring you into the ‘Battle Zone’.
They are the ‘resistant’ or ‘referred’
student who does not feel that they have
any need of your expertise and support.
For the student it can very quickly
become ‘everybody else’s fault’. Not
having a clear idea as to why they are
with you, they may become
confrontational and disrespectful towards
you and about other teachers and
students. It is this ‘clutter’, if engaged
with, which will lead both parties down
the ‘Battle Zone’. This is the moment
when the student will start to ‘bounce’ the
guidance counsellor away from why they
are really being referred to you. If this
‘bouncing’ is engaged with the guidance
counsellor will end up far away from the
work that has to be started. The
relationship between the guidance
counsellor and the student can begin to
break down and if either party continues
to engage with this ‘bouncing’, the
relationship will be hard to reclaim. For
example, a student enters your office and
in a gruff or arrogant voice says ‘I don’t

want to be here’ and your response is,
‘How dare you talk to me in that tone of
voice?’ you have been ‘bounced’ because
now the ‘issue’ is how the student is
talking to you and the reason why they
are in your office is not being dealt with.

To enter the ‘Learning Zone’ the guidance
counsellor has to offer clarity as to why
the student has been referred. When that
understanding and clarity has been
established the real work can begin. This
clarity has to be achieved by the
underlying motive of the guidance
counsellor to establish a dignified and
flexible relationship with the student. For
example, a different response to the
scenario stated above could be, ‘I
understand why you might be upset
about being here but I can offer you a
chance to explore whether you need to be
here or not. I would like to hear what
your version of events is. Take your time.’
Immediately the dignity of the student
remains intact, there is a possibility to
look at alternatives, develop new skills
and offer the student a way out of the
situation they find themselves in.
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