Tips on Managing Group Process

· At the beginning of the session, let participants know that time is limited and you may need to limit length of response time.  Call time out courteously or with humor.  You may want to use a hand signal.  Most people handle this well if you let them know ahead of time you may need to do it.   This prevents one or two people from taking too much of the “air time” during large group discussions or question and answer periods.  It also gives you a way to control the discussion time in a positive way -- you are responding based on an established group guideline, versus reacting to a particular participant.

· Under normal conditions, if the group is larger it will take more time to go through whatever activities you have planned than if the group is smaller.  When you plan your session, think about the group size.

· Use several forms of group discussion.  Move back and forth from large group to small group to discussion pairs, and back to large group.  Remember that people retain more when they hear, see, discuss, and practice what they are learning, so give them opportunities.

· Watch what is happening in the room.  Be alert to signs from participants.
· Work the group activities:

Some participants are very quiet in the large group and very interactive when you ask them to work in pairs or in small groups.  If that is the case, you may decide to use more small work group activities.  When you come back to the large group, if they do not offer much input, it will be up to you to summarize what you observed while they were in small groups.

Other participants are very lively in the large group and are less productive in small groups.  Sometimes this happens when people think they do not have enough content knowledge to work on the tasks alone and they want to stay with the instructor.  Be ready to be responsive to their learning needs by giving them more of your assistance in the small group.

It could also be that there is one dominant individual in a small group, and the other group members do not feel they can speak.  You can check it out by sitting in with the group and observing.  Then you may wish to establish a different composition of the small groups for the next exercise or make heavier use of pairs.  This will help to break up the negative energy.

· Sometimes you will have someone in the session who is disruptive and needs a lot of attention.  If you have set up the guidelines for group discussion and group work, you can use those guidelines to help you manage the situation.  You can also offer to talk with that person at the break or after the session.  If there are two trainers, your co-trainer can also take time with that individual when the participants are working in small groups.
· Answering questions shows the audience the wide range of your knowledge.  You should admit to not knowing answers if you don’t know, but show a willingness to explore resources to find an answer after the session.

If someone makes a complaint or shares a difference of opinion such as “But what if…” you can direct the question back to the audience before you respond so you have time to think.  You are not supposed to be the final expert, so you can always refer questions to the technical assistance network, or to someone else in the group who you is knowledgeable.
· Never argue with someone asking a question or challenging a point in the curriculum.  Moving on in this case is an art that you must learn!  If it is an issue that you need to clarify (make sure they know the “correct” position), you should not try to make the point while you are under fire.  Move on, and then come back to stress your point later.  This will take practice!     Be sure you stress that this presentation is an overview, which is designed to get them thinking about the various issues presented, and it is not designed to be the only source of information.
· Make sure you’re clear about what is opinion and fact within your answers.  
· Remember that people learn in different ways. The majority of persons will take notes in their manual or on a notepad. Do not assume that the person who is knitting is not listening. More than likely, they can repeat what you have said. This also goes for people that may be doodling. 

Note:  There is a difference between the persons described above (who may be a tactile learner) and persons who may be rude, as characterized by reading a newspaper or book or doing work for their job during the session. It is useful to check in with these folks during a break to find out what’s going on. It is also important to stop this kind of behavior since it may affect others in the class by distracting them or making them feel uncomfortable.

· Walk around the room as you “talk” to the participants – but don’t pace!  Use an easel (flip chart) to “sketch out” a concept, as that directs audience attention to something other than you.  Do not stand in a fixed spot in front of the room, behind a podium.  
· When presenting the individual or group assignment, make sure you have given clear directions and test for participant knowledge regarding what they are expected to do. Even if you say exactly what is written in the Participant Manual, this may not be clear to your group. Also, you must be sure that participants are listening to the directions, not moving into groups or talking about the assignment.  Before you “break,” ask if everyone understands. Treat this seriously and do not proceed unless you are satisfied that it is understood by all. You will have a second opportunity to check for knowledge when you walk around the room, but you will prevent a group from wasting time by delivering the message earlier. 
