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Coursework: Individual Reflective Account of engaging in a group work task (2000 words)
Exemplar: Individually write a critically reflective account with reference to relevant literature that outlines your own role within the group and reflect on how your theoretical knowledge and understanding will inform future practice. 

This reflective account will focus upon the different principles of theoretical approaches including Tuckman 1965 model of group dynamics and Kolb 1984 reflective cycle within youth work to manage the overall challenge and solutions within group work tasks. The task within this account aimed at working within a group to create a community project within an unfamiliar area. An advantage of this task was that it was an open minefield enabling the group to choose and focus on a particular project to undertake. However, as we were a small group the roles and the structure of the group weren’t clear.  
Group work involves a range of roles and is defined as ‘a laboratory of democracy, a place where people may have the experience of learning to live co – operatively’ Smith 1994 (cited in Buchroth & Parkin, 2010). The definition of group work can be described in diverse ways where theory has been produced analysing the context, group size and the process in which groups partake within the process. Alternatively, Vygotsky (cited in Frey, Fisher, Everlove, 2009:14) strongly believed the importance in collaboration and proposed that ‘groups were widely recognised as key to the learning processes’.  As a result the main function of group work is that learning is social. 
Within group work, there are valuable theories which discovers the variety of group dynamics including Tuckman 1965 and Kolb 1984 which will be touched upon and is relevant to the experience group work discover. Tuckmans 1965 model (cited in O'Connell & Cuthbertson, 2009:21) ‘describes a group’s life span by identifying the unique stage each group experiences’. Tuckmans 1965 theory is believed to focus on the behaviours of group work focusing on the five different stages. 
Given that our group consisted of two people, it involved many challenges and difficulties within the task. Alongside this it could be argued whether two people is classed as a group activity. Jaques (2000:2) identified that ‘some group dynamics theorists argue that a group has to comprise at least three people before significant group behaviour can occur’. On the other hand, Young and Henquinet 2000 (cited in Myers & Anderson, 2008:6) believes that working in pairs 'provides members with a better understanding and retention of the concepts being examined by the group’. Having contributed these factors, working in a small group ensured we had commitment as partners and were able to contribute individually when planning the group task. Prior to this, due to the limited time of completing the group task, having an opportunity to develop within a group was restricted and therefore the first initial meeting was rushed and group dynamics weren’t reflected upon. Having experienced this, as a group we experienced the ‘forming’ stage as part of Tuckmans’ 1965 (cited in Smith, 2005) theory of group dynamics where we identified the boundaries, tested relationships and the group process. Building a relationship with the group members was key at this stage, however with very limited time in completing the task it was difficult to share qualities, personality and behaviour with the group before completing the task. However, I felt the group had robust independence, where Franz 1998 (cited in Levi, 2007:60) believes it’s ‘when team members depend on one and another to complete a task, power is shared amongst members’. The groups’ effectiveness to complete the task was efficient, and regular gatherings were undertaken to ensure the group were confident with the end creation of the task.  
Being part of a small group had grown confidence between myself and another member within a short space of time where my role led the group to encourage to tackle and plan the task. Tuckman 1965 (cited in Westergaard, 2009:20) believed this to be the ‘storming’ stage where we as a group ‘will begin to accept the invitation to take an active part in the sessions’. At this stage, I felt that I and another member of the group had equally provided input to arrange a session for the second planning session and had prepared thoughts of potential community projects to work upon. 
From discussion, our aims and goals within this task were mutual, however I felt that with experience of working within a youth service environment where I already plan and organise community projects I was able to implement further ideas. This type of behaviour is identified by Bales (1950) (cited in Fatout, 1992:15) where he introduced two types of behaviours, one being the “task behaviour” ‘aimed at group task, such as giving or receiving information or suggestions’. At this point the ‘norming’ stage of Tuckman (1965) was implemented where the group had a sense of ownership of the task. However, at this stage I may have felt overpowering where Redl (1972) (cited in Westergaard, 2009:127) suggests this may be the roll of ‘a “fixer” where the member tries to make everything in the group right’. However, Yalom 1985 (cited in Fatout, 1992:18) believed that within group work it’s ‘not only important to receive help from others, it may be just as important to help others’. In this case, I knew I had to ensure that the input within the group task was equal, however I felt that this was difficult to manage, as the response I had at times was very limited from the group member. It was as if the group member wanted to be in the group but wasn’t providing their own opinions. Goffman (cited in Egolf, 2001:13) described this as paradox when he said “to have a self-one must fill a role, but to fill a role is to lose self”.  Before reaching the performing stage, I felt some awkward situations at times where we would be discussing thoughts and ideas of the task, however couldn’t clarify or somewhat agree on the chosen project to complete the task.  To complete the task, it seemed that the group chose a project as ‘effective communication’, however my argument of this was that although the project would benefit the community as developing communication as an outcome, I couldn’t justify what the project was. From my point of view this project wasn’t clear, where I had to promote ideas of different projects that could be part of the effective communication outcomes.  
Whilst managing and addressing the responsibilities within the group task, we experienced as a group the performing stage of Tuckman (1965) (cited in Nelson, Armstrong, Condie & Quick, 2012:144) model where it ‘became more strategically clear about its mission and purpose’. Within this stage, we made decisions and were confident to intervene with positive and negative contributions using confident behaviours alongside being able to manage to work together to ensure we were able to complete the task. As I felt my role within the dynamics of the group was leading and motivating the problem solving and key decisions to the task, I felt that I had to explain the reason for my decisions to meet the criteria of the task. For this reason, as identified by Hersey and Blanchard (cited in Lawley, 2016:418) ‘the leader also needs to explain to the group why they are changing style; otherwise the group can be left feeling isolated, believing that the leader does not care’. 
The final stage we discovered from the Tuckman 1965 group stages was the Adjouring where according to Nelson, Armstrong, Condie & Quick (2012:144) ‘team members have the sense of accomplishment and feel good knowing that their purpose is fulfilled’. Having completed the task we were able to sense relief and recognise the achievement of being able to work together. As part of the presentation process, we worked well as a group and had accomplished the task successfully ensuring both group members had an input within the presentation of the project. 
In contrast to Tuckmans (1965) theory, Kolb (1984) developed an Experiential Learning Cycle which relates to individuals learning from experience which was discovered whilst working in the group. Dewey (cited in Promes, 2016:103) argued that ‘experimental learning is an evolution from what people learn to how people learn through cumulative learning experience’. In this instance, this relates to my learning experience of working in a small group, making time and meeting was difficult due to work commitments and distance between the other members of the group played a difficult role. While in this case, Kolb (1984) (cited in Promes, 2016:104) identified that ‘although human beings are flexible, there are certain tendencies that are gravitated toward when solving problems or when experiencing a new situation’. To engage in the task, making time to plan and develop group work was vital in order to engage face to face and encourage social skills to be able to work as a group. Triana, Kirkman & Garcia (2009) (cited in Franz, 2012:35) identified ‘face to face meetings are intended to help to establish rapport, build trust, and get the team off to a good start’. In essence, this supported the group to experience and identify feelings and emotions of each member, changing the group’s behaviour.  
Through reflecting back at working as part of a group, as identified by Kolbs’ (1984) (cited in Dixon, 1999:40) reflection cycle, he suggested ‘to learn from our experience we must engage in a second step of consciously reflecting on what has occurred’. Part of this process within Kolbs (1984) cycle is called reflective observation, where reflecting the experience of working within a group was vital to enhance further learning. An example of this was after the first meeting with the group, it made me reflect and think about what we have discovered and discussed within the group and point out the information of what we need to discuss within the next meeting. Reflection likewise analyses and evaluates the experience of positive and negative aspects of working within a group. Similar to reflection, self – empowerment is and advantage when working within a group where Mullender & War (1991) states that its people’s ability to make choices for themselves, rather than cause influence or control’. As a result, it is vital that all group members are involved within the process of decision – making and the learning environment allowing to empower themselves as well as others through contributing their choices and ideas.
In conclusion, engaging within a reflective account has enabled me as an individual to develop skills alongside identifying my strengths and role when working within a group environment. Likewise, taking part within a group task has enhanced my understanding of group dynamics and has developed my understanding of the positive and negative aspects of working within a small group. As identified by Forsyth (2010:2) ‘group work is difficult to define, some stress the importance of communication between members, and others highlight the key role played by mutual dependence’. Having taken part within the group task, I feel that the group is defined as developing a relationship and having the ability to understand the importance of communication, leadership and understanding of each other’s roles within the group. Through reflecting back, consistent meetings were important to be able to work as a group and discuss the task face to face. Alongside this, having to work as a group identified thoughts and feelings of other members in regards to discussion of the task and listening to other suggestions was important to ensure that a fair consistency of the work was mutual. Certainly, Tuckman’s (1965) theory of group stages had made an input within the group work where members had experienced each step of the theory. Additionally, constant reflection undertaken within the group discussions allowed Kolb’s (1984) reflection cycle to reflect on the experiences and outcomes of each discussion. 
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