“Buzz Groups”: An Introduction

Apparently the method known as “buzz groups” was first used by Dr. Donald Phillips at Michigan State University. He would divide his large classes into six-member clusters asking them to discuss a certain problem for six minutes. As you might guess, it was not long until the new approach became known on campus as the “Phillips 66” technique. Now the use of buzz groups is quite popular, and varying formats and arrangements have been introduced to add a great deal of flexibility to this type of discussion teaching. 

Buzz group teaching, like other forms of discussion, takes advantage of that significant teaching principle, “interaction”. The class confronts the subject matter firsthand rather than passively receiving what a teacher has to say.

By getting small groups to buzz together, it is more likely that everyone will make a contribution as it is a thought provoking exercise and once students have spoken “in private” they are much more likely to speak afterwards “in public” in the whole group.

Buzz groups are very useful to get things going. The sound of ten pairs buzzing is quite energising compared with one person speaking in a group of 20. Buzzes can also tune students in to your subject matter and wind up their ideas; for example:

"To start off, let’s buzz for five minutes on what your initial reactions were to the readings I set for this week’s seminar. Off you go."

They are also useful when a difficult topic or some awkwardness has brought a session to a standstill; for example:

"Well that seems to have stopped us in our tracks! Let’s try and tackle that in buzz groups for a few minutes and then come back and try again once we’ve thought it through a bit more."

It does not matter a great deal if students work in twos or threes if you are just using buzz groups to liven things up and get everyone involved. If, however, you are setting a challenging task or a difficult question, pairs tend to be less disciplined and give up more quickly; for example: "I don’t really understand this." "No, it’s difficult isn’t it?" "The disco was brilliant last night wasn’t it?"

Working in buzz groups tends to be more resourceful and rigorous, perhaps because at any given time one of the three is neither speaking nor being directly spoken to, and so can have half an eye on the question or task the group is supposed to be working on. Buzz groups will keep at tasks for longer without drifting off the topic.

Class Assignment: 20 minutes to carry out task and 10 minutes of feedback from audience. 

Help With Your Teaching Techniques:

 “Buzz Groups”

A group is divided into sub-groups of from 3 to 6 persons each for a brief period of time, to discuss an assigned topic or to solve a problem. A representative is selected from each sub-group to report the findings to the entire group.

Teacher’s Role

To assist in determining the issue or problem; divides the group into sub-groups of 3 to 6 persons; gives instructions to the sub-groups; defines the task clearly informs the group members of the time limit (from 5 to 10 min) to accomplish the task suggests that each sub-group select its own leader and recorder requests suggestions for solving problems, clarifying the issue, or answering the question; gives a two minute warning signal for sub-groups to terminate their task; calls time for the sub-groups to reassemble; requests a report from each sub-group, to be given by its recorder; requests any additional comments from any members of the group; summarizes the findings of the group, or suggests that someone else do it; proposes additional study or action; evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of the learning situation.

Participants’ Role

To assist in determining the issue or problem facing them; help select a leader and recorder in each sub-group; restate and define the issue or problem; give suggestions for discussing the issue or solving the problem; listen intently and appreciatively to the other group members’ contributions; build upon the contributions of other persons; determine how this information is to be recorded; record all contributions in their sub-groups; summarize the contributions of the sub-group; report the findings of the sub-group.

Buzz Groups are best used to:

stimulate individual input; break the ice at the outset; warm-up the class to a new topic; assess previous knowledge and experience; generate lists of questions; gather opinions; identify preconceived ideas; rank-order items to create an agenda; obtain feedback on virtually any topic; tackle a wide range of problems; elicit ideas on classroom procedures; ensure individual "air time," regardless of class size and time restraints
Problems in Using Buzz Groups:

Sometimes the use of buzz groups will threaten a class. As a matter of fact, the first time you use the technique you should expect your class members to be somewhat afraid of the group interaction. But soon they will discover that learning is enjoyable when the learner is directly involved.

Sometimes the groups will not arrive at the conclusions which the leader might have desired. If he has left himself some time to “pull together” the issues, he may be able to solve this problem. But an honest discussion should not predetermine what conclusions the group is to reach. The process should be as inductive as possible.

Sometimes a weakness shows up in the selection of the group leader. If the leader fails to take the responsibility to keep his group on the subject and to catalytically draw out each member, then the effectiveness of the technique will be in danger.

Buzz groups also take time. Just as in any other kind of discussion teaching, the teacher must plan to invest more time to cover the same amount of material than if he were teaching in a monological fashion. But again, the emphasis should be on creating learning in the minds and lives of the students, not necessarily in covering the greatest amount of material in the shortest time.
Teaching Tips

Buzz groups, pairs and triads

Buzz groups are simply small groups of two or three students formed impromptu to discuss a topic for a short period. In a pair it is almost impossible for a student to stay silent and once students have spoken "in private" they are much more likely to speak afterwards "in public" in the whole group. Buzz groups are very useful to get things going. The sound of ten pairs buzzing is quite energising compared with one person speaking in a group of 20. Buzzes can also tune students in to your subject matter and wind up their ideas; for example:

"To start off, let's buzz for five minutes on what your initial reactions were to the readings I set for this week's seminar. Off you go."

They are also useful when a difficult topic or some awkwardness has brought a session to a standstill; for example:

"Well that seems to have stopped us in our tracks! Let's try and tackle that in buzz groups for a few minutes and then come back and try again once we've thought it through a bit more." 

It does not matter a great deal if students work in twos or threes if you are just using buzz groups to liven things up and get everyone involved. If, however, you are setting a challenging task or a difficult question, pairs tend to be less disciplined and give up more quickly; for example: "I don't really understand this." "No, it's difficult isn't it?" "The disco was brilliant last night wasn't it?"

Triads seem to be able to be more resourceful and rigorous, perhaps because at any given time one of the three is neither speaking nor being directly spoken to, and so can have half an eye on the question or task the group is supposed to be working on. Triads will keep at tasks for longer without drifting off the topic.

Help With Your Teaching

Teaching Techniques

Buzz Groups

Description 

A group is divided into sub-groups of from 3 to 6 persons each for a brief period of time, to discuss an assigned topic or to solve a problem. A representative is sometimes selected from each sub-group to report the findings to the entire group.

Instructor's Role

assists in determining the issue or problem; 

divides the group into sub-groups of 3 to 6 persons; 

gives instructions to the sub-groups; 

defines the task clearly 

informs the group members of the time limit (from 5 to 10 min) to accomplish the task 

suggests that each sub-group select its own leader and recorder 

requests suggestions for solving problems, clarifying the issue, or answering the question; 

gives a two minute warning signal for sub-groups to terminate their task; 

calls time for the sub-groups to reassemble; 

requests a report from each sub-group, to be given by its recorder; 

requests any additional comments from any members of the group; 

summarizes the findings of the group, or suggests that someone else do it; 

proposes additional study or action; 

evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of the learning situation. 

Participants' Role

assist in determining the issue or problem facing them; 

help select a leader and recorder in each sub-group; 

restate and define the issue or problem; 

give suggestions for discussing the issue or solving the problem; 

listen intently and appreciatively to the other group members' contributions; 

build upon the contributions of other persons; 

determine how this information is to be recorded; 

record all contributions in their sub-groups; 

summarize the contributions of the sub-group; 

report the findings of the sub-group. 

	Buzz groups
	Students are asked to discuss or solve a problem in twos or threes and then asked to give their views. A variation of this approach was also given in Chapter 3. 




FACILITATING SMALL GROUP TEACHING 
There are four simple, but effective, strategies which increase the chances of students talking and thinking while working in small groups. All of them are concerned with helping the group to feel safe enough to talk and share thoughts. These strategies are: 

	
	1 Seating arrangements 


	
	2 Expectations and ground rules 


	
	3 Safety 


	
	4 Making the small group smaller. 


Seating arrangements 
It is well known that seating affects interaction patterns (Argyle 1983) yet tutors often neglect this strategy. Perhaps this is because they think that their students are not affected by such minor matters as who sits where. Figure 4.5 shows three seating arrangements. (The position of the tutor is shown by a T.) Each is likely to produce different patterns of interaction. ‘A’ is likely to be tutor dominated with most interactions tutor-student, student-tutor. Most of the interaction is likely to come from the centre of the first two rows and least from the front and back corners. ‘B’ increases the probability of subgroups interacting and each subgroup interacting with the tutor but not necessarily with other subgroups. ‘C’ increases the probability of students talking to each other as well as the tutor. It is increased further if the tutor varies the seating pattern each session. Talkative students seated close to the tutor are, sometimes, inhibited, and shy students who sit opposite the tutor are more likely to make contributions if encouraged gently to do so. It is worth noting that distance between tutors and students and type of furniture can also influence interaction. 

Expectations and ground rules 
Students often do not know what is expected of them in a small group session, so it is worth while outlining and discussing your expectations and theirs so that you can arrive at an understanding or even an informal contract. One important feature of the contract is that students have permission to ask questions, no matter how trivial, and to try out ideas which may be wrong. In return the tutor should agree to tackle questions asked and to provide, in a matter of fact way, his or her view—rather than sniping. A ‘contract’ not only allays anxieties and clarifies goals but also provides a reference point for analysing later sessions. It might also be worth discussing with the group how groups tend to work together. There seem to be four phases—forming, storming, norming, and performing. The first phase is where the group are getting to appraise and know each other. The second phase is when the members of the group are struggling to establish their roles. In the third phase the group have arrived at an understanding of how to behave and in the fourth they are working together on the task. 

		It is sometimes observed that some seminars do not get beyond phase one, and some university committees beyond phase two. More seriously, the phases of forming, storming, norming, and performing have implications for the tutor. Clearly he or she may have to assist the group to move quickly through the first three phases. 

Safety 
Implicit in the ground rules is the notion that the group must feel safe enough to take risks rather than be too frightened to contribute. Indeed many small group sessions are plagued by fear. Some tutors fear they will be asked questions that they cannot answer or that they will lose control. Some students fear that they will be made to look stupid by their peers or the tutor so they avoid responding or even making eye contact. 

Two basic tactics increase feelings of safety: ‘rewards’ and the reduction of risk. Both are related to expectations and ground rules. 

Rewards are important. If a student makes a good point, or a valid inference, or adopts a creative approach to the problem, the tutor should tell him or her so. It shows that helpful contributions are valued and encourages more like it. Risk reduction can also be managed by the tutor. First, by making clear what is expected from the students (much fear stems from uncertainty). Second, by setting tasks or problems which are within the group’s capabilities and resources. Third, by not ‘putting down’ students or allowing other students to do so. This does not mean that the tutor becomes ‘soft’. Part of feeling safe is knowing the limits. So if students do or say something unacceptable or wrong the tutor must not only tell them, but also tell them why. 

If tutors use facilitating methods skilfully the sessions can be rewarding both for them and for their students. Effective tutors can also prevent small group sessions from degenerating into covert, manipulative contests between the participants. Examples of these negative games are given in Figure 4.6 (see also Activity 4.4). 

Making the small group smaller 
The underlying principle of this strategy is to provide students with an opportunity to talk in groups of two or three without the tutor listening. This enables the students to check out their views and approaches without fear of being appraised by the tutor. Three variations on this theme are: 



	


Games, in small groups, are devices used by students to enable them to avoid making contributions. The ideal game is ‘Grand Silence’, but it is often difficult to sustain this for long, and alternatives have to be found. 

A very desirable game is ‘Monologue’. This involves a lengthy lecture by the tutor, and if ‘Grand Silence’ fails to lead to ‘Monologue’ it can sometimes be induced by the simple game, ‘What Do You Think?’. This is always worth a try. Certain tutors enjoy ‘Monologue’ and indicate a willingness to play it by arranging their seminar seating in lecture-room style. Such a layout is to be encouraged. 

Some inexperienced Games Players confuse ‘Monologue’ with ‘Hobby Horse’. ‘Hobby Horse’, once under way, is very similar to ‘Monologue’ and is therefore a Good Game. But it does require some astute observation of the tutor’s interests, and this departure from passivity is clearly against the whole spirit of Game Playing. 

A Game sometimes played by beginners is ‘I Know But I’m Not Going To Tell You’. This Game should be avoided as it serves only to irritate the tutor, and in extreme cases it may lead to the unpleasantness of Uproar! 

A much more subtle approach is ‘How Can You Expect Little Ol’ Me To Know When Clever People (Like You) Disagree?’. The ‘Like You’ is optional but this Game puts the tutor firmly in his place and may, with luck, even generate ‘Monologue’. 

If this fails then an acceptable alternative is often ‘Martyrdom’. In this Game the group elects a martyr for the session and other members of the group are therefore liberated. Some groups have been particularly successful with this Game and have even persuaded tutors to institutionalize ‘Martyrdom’ by establishing the one-paper-a-session convention. That this method is so common is a testimony to the success of Game Playing everywhere

All these methods may be used in large group sessions as well as in problem-solving classes and other forms of small group teaching (see Activity 4.5). Bligh (1980, 1986) and Habeshaw, Habeshaw, and Gibbs (1986) provide further methods based on the notion of making the small group smaller. But like all strategies and tactics of small group teaching, overuse can be self-defeating. None the less the tactics are particularly useful during the early stages of teaching a small group and as occasional events during subsequent teaching. The tactics can be made more sophisticated by use of cross-overs in which one member of each subgroup moves to another subgroup for the second stage of comparison or discussion, and by ‘fishbowls’ where half the group observe the rest problem-solving, then discuss their observations of outcome and process. The roles are then reversed and the ‘fish’ become observers. 

METHODS OF SMALL GROUP TEACHING 
The range of small group teaching methods is enormous (see Bligh 1980; Jaques 1984). The methods may be characterized roughly in terms of two dimensions: structure and domination (see Figure 4.7). It is interesting to try to estimate where your habitual approach is on these dimensions and compare the results with the estimates that your students give. Given the range of methods available for small group teaching it is not possible to cover all the methods. So instead a sample of methods will be outlined and suggestions made for improving some of them. 

Lecturing 
This may seem an unusual method in small group teaching yet it is used frequently. Sometimes the tutor intends and plans a lecture, sometimes it may arise out of a set of students’ questions and comments—and sometimes it may be the last refuge of a desperate tutor. 

Lecturing for the whole of every tutorial is an ineffective use of learning time. So too, usually, are lectures which occupy the first half of a small group session. Such an approach encourages passivity. As indicated in Figure 4.6, students can sometimes manipulate the tutor into lecturing thereby avoiding talking and thinking. However, brief lectures or explanations of particular points are valuable. A brief lecture, of say twenty minutes, after the students have been actively involved in discussion or problem-solving can be very valuable—particularly if the lecture draws together the main points of the small group session.

The seminar paper 
This method may be characterized as ‘the paper chase’. In theory a student reads aloud from a written paper and this is then discussed by the group who question vigorously the evidence, methods, underlying assumptions, and implicit values of the paper. In practice the student reads the paper at two speeds: rapid for ordinary material and very rapid for material he or she is unsure about. Often only the tutor knows what is being said and is the only one to ask meaningful questions. Gradually the seminar becomes a conversation between the tutor and student-presenter with an audience. Eventually the audience may be left behind. 

The method can be improved by using brainstorming prior to the presentation and buzz groups to discuss set questions before the formal discussion of the paper. Students may be invited to prepare questions on the topic before the actual tutorial. The presenter may be asked to spare a few questions for discussion and to chair the discussion. 

Springboard seminar 
In this method the lecturer provides a stimulus for discussion. The stimulus may be a very brief lecture, a video- or audio-recording, or a demonstration. The students may be asked to bear in mind certain questions while listening to the lecture or recording. After the stimulus they are expected to discuss perceptively the question or points raised. In practice springboard seminars can become nosedives. These can be avoided by ensuring that the stimulus is stimulating and the task of the group is clear. The method can be enhanced by the use of brainstorming, buzz groups, or snowballing before the plenary discussion, and by giving questions for the students to bear in mind while listening to, or watching, the stimulus

Buzz Groups

The learners are divided into small groups, usually twos or threes. These small groups meet for a short period to consider a simple question or problem. The ideas, thus exchanged, may then be presented to the other participants by each of the small groups in turn, so promoting further discussion. Aim: To consult all the members of a group, or to settle a conflict within a group, or to produce fresh ideas on a topic or a problem. The discussion leader poses a simple question or problem. This is discussed by the small groups for a limited period (up to three minutes) without any time for preparation or reflection.

Should smoking be allowed during the sessions on this course? A representative of each small group then reports briefly to the other participants. This method has many uses.
It can be used to consult all the members of a group on a precise question such as; What is the role of a particular committee? Or it can be used to settle a conflict between members of a group by reflecting more accurately the feelings of all concerned: Should all shops be allowed to open on Sunday? Or it can be used to produce fresh ideas on a topic or a problem (but more quickly than is the case with brainstorming);

How can we ensure that the safety rules are kept? In all these cases, it can be used within a group which is already discussing a topic, or is about to discuss a topic.
On the other hand, it can be used with a much larger group at the beginning, or during a talk.

In such a case, the participants simply turn to face one another, making small groups of two or three people, without too much disturbance, or rearrangement of the chairs. After the discussion, they turn to face the speaker and report their findings. It is worth noting that a similar method (known in French as 'Six Six') involves larger groups of up to six people, discussing a topic for up to six minutes (hence the title). This can also be used at the beginning of, or during a talk.

Resource Database: Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences
	Title 
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	Fax 
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This case study is based upon ideas from Charman & Fullerton (1995) and Jenkins (1992), but see also Brown (1997), Cryer & Elton (1992) and Gold et al. (1991). 

Aims: 

To encourage active learning through student participation, particularly in large classes. 

Context:

Gibbs & Jenkins (1984) argue that student learning in lectures will improve if each period of listening by students is no more than 20 minutes. It follows that breaks and activities need to be introduced. These need not be long pauses or non-activity but should be used to stimulate students into thinking about the new knowledge they have just acquired. The advantages of small group teaching have long been understood and have recently been re-emphasised with the growth of 'enterprise' in HE and the development of students' transferable skills. There is now recognition that small-group teaching techniques can be employed even in large classes, but that this does present particular challenges. The examples cited here, the use of buzz groups and class discussion, are but two examples of possible approaches that range from role playing simulations and debates through to public enquiries (see Anderson, 1994; Gibbs & Jenkins, 1992 for a large number of ideas and suggestions). 

Implementation: 

Using buzz groups 
Principles: 
Buzz groups are named after the hubbub and chatter created by small groups of students engaged in discussions during the lecture. Buzz groups should not be used merely to revive attention, rather they should engage students in thought as well as discussion. This can be encouraged by asking for a minute's quiet individual reflection before the buzz commences. 

The technique is to suggest some activity and then to divide the class into a series of small groups. This is easiest when students are already arranged around tables but even in a raked large lecture theatre it is possible. 

  

Arranging students into buzz groups in rooms with fixed seating (from Cryer & Elton, 1992) 
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Much depends upon the type of activity required. This must be tailored to the students' ability and knowledge - it is no use presenting them with complex data or problems beyond their comprehension. Use an image, a brief piece of writing or video extract. 

Students need to appreciate the purpose of using buzz groups. They need clear instructions on what to do, how long to do it and what is expected from them at the end. These instructions must not just be oral; they should be on the OHP. 

Arranging groups: 
Students will normally be sitting next to someone they know so there is usually no problem in getting them to talk to one another. Sometimes, especially at the start of the year, this may be more difficult. So begin with a simple task requiring students to introduce themselves to the person sitting on either side by stating which is their most and least favourite meal/drink/country/town, or simply their name and where they come from. 

In Practice: (see table below) 

It may be that the discussion is so animated that it is difficult to stop the process. Agree beforehand the signal for discussion to cease possibly by turning on/off the lights. 

In a large class there will not be time for all the groups to respond. Ask two or three volunteers for their thoughts and then ask for any other groups who would like to add anything new. Don't respond immediately to any of the reporting back, just make encouraging signals, a nod of the head, 'that's interesting, good points'. Any response, especially if it is critical, is best depersonalised and incorporated into the subsequent lecture. It is essential to time-limit the discussion and tell students when they have to complete the task, plus when there is one minute to go and whether they will have to report back. 

  

A class on Central Place Theory (from Gibbs &Jenkins, 1984; Jenkins, 1992) 

	Stages 
	Time 
	Activity 

	1 
	5 mins 
	All: a revision OHP is displayed of previous work class has done on the topic while students enter and sit down. 

	2 
	9 mins 
	Lecturer: a revision talk on previous work 

	3 
	5 mins 
	Students: display the question "What aspects of C.P.T. can be used to analyse the number and location of shopping facilities in towns? Students discuss the question in small groups. 

	4 
	7 mins 
	Lecturer: short talk on set question with student questions 

	5 
	4 mins 
	Students: a new task is set employing data displayed on the screen 

	6 
	6 mins 
	Lecturer: summarises using feedback from some student groups 

	7 
	6 mins 
	Students: set a harder task interpreting and examining changes in locations of towns through time using C.P.T., working in pairs. 

	8 
	1 min 
	Lecturer: answers part of the question leading to a more advanced issue 

	9 
	2 mins 
	Students: continue to work in groups 

	10 
	3 mins 
	Lecturer: complete the analysis in short lecture 

	11 
	1 min 
	Students: class is set an open question with insufficient time to answer 

	12 
	6 mins 
	Lecturer: reviews the material in the handbook 

	13 
	2 mins 
	Students: write a brief summary of the lecture 


  

Using interactive lectures 

This approach was used to teach a geographical concepts course where problems had been encountered in the past when consideration was given to perspectives in physical geography. The traditional lecturing approach had not been successful and it was felt students needed more help to develop their understanding of theoretical ideas and their significance. The aim was promoting deep learning by increasing the amount of time students spent thinking. The approach employed was: 

	Handbook 
	Students were issued with notes at the start which identified key points covered in each lecture 

	Discussions 
	Students were asked to work in small groups at intervals within the lecture: 

10 min Questions from students about previous lecture 
10 min Introduction to class 
10 min Case study explored by students in small groups 
15 min Feedback from students 
10 min Review by students individually and in groups. 
(you will note that the formal presentation by the lecturer is significantly reduced) 

	Question Box 
	Students who did not want to speak out in the classroom could ask questions by placing them in a question box placed by the door. These questions were answered at the beginning of the next lecture. 


Comparison: 

Both approaches used small-group discussion to promote active learning in a lecture room. The organisation of the time was broadly similar with the lecturer acting more as a facilitator as students were encouraged to investigate issues. 

Evaluation:

Through the use of discussion groups it is believed that students develop their understanding of a topic, they develop communication skills, the attention span in a lecture is extended and deep learning is facilitated. There are constraints including suitable accommodation and the preparation of handouts and suitable tasks and activities. It may also be rather intimidating requiring students in a large lecture theatre to be organised into groups and then required to complete an assignment. 

The use of buzz groups requires additional preparation time. The tasks have to be achievable, the questions answerable and set in the context of the lecture. It may be that images, data, multiple answers have to be prepared as handouts or an OHP transparency. The time required, however, is modest, perhaps a couple of hours including the planning. There is some gain in the time spent preparing for the lecture in that the lecture has to contain less material. There is a major gain for the students learning and their confidence to converse with colleagues and lecturers. It is also a very pleasant teaching experience to engage a large audience in conversation and to work together towards greater understanding of a topic. There is only a modest resource cost. 

The evaluation of student responses carried out by Charman & Fullerton (1995) revealed a high degree of student satisfaction with only 3% feeling they preferred the more traditional lecture format. Although the typed notes were appreciated almost 60% had not read them before the lecture and only 19% ever asked a question in class. Overall it was felt that lectures had become more stimulating for students and more rewarding for teachers. It was noted however that the low audience participation needed further consideration and the lecturer needed to be able to move amongst the student discussion groups. 

Summary:

These are not a new ideas but require confidence to be used with large classes. Doubts such as 'will the students do what I ask of them?' are bound to be felt. There is then much need to prepare the student audience properly and to persuade them of the benefits of this approach. 
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They are the work horse of interactive learning. "Buzz" refers to the sound emitted by groups of adults concentrating on a task. Some people use the label "Phillips 66," in acknowledgment of the person by that name who first wrote about "small groups of six people working together for six minutes."


		Any reprinting or downloading of this complimentary excerpt is protected by applicable Copyright rules. 


	

	Buzz groups are spontaneously formed teams with a task to be accomplished in a short time. Their assignments may be about idea-generating, brainstorming, information-sharing, question-gathering, list-making, or problem-solving. Typically, one person acts as recorder, noting and summarizing the group's output, and reporting to the larger group afterwards. The teacher stays out of the way, but monitors the groups’ progress and offers procedural guidance and content suggestions as needed.

Buzz groups are best used to ... 
stimulate individual input 

break the ice at the outset 

warm-up the class to a new topic 

assess previous knowledge and experience 

generate lists of questions 

gather opinions 

identify preconceived ideas 

rank-order items to create an agenda 

obtain feedback on virtually any topic 

tackle a wide range of problems 

elicit ideas on classroom procedures 

ensure individual "air time," regardless of class size and time restraints 

Group size
The size of a basic buzz group is best kept between three and six members. If groups are larger, members tend to seek smaller, less confusing subgroups. But even your largest class can be divided into small groups; it's quite possible, for instance, to divide 120 people into 20 small groups and spread them across the room. 

Time required
Allow four to six minutes for the buzz, as well as time for your initial instructions, the grouping process, and subsequent reporting. As participants become better acquainted with this technique, they also become more efficient and very little time is wasted.

Materials needed
Depending on the reporting procedure (see Step 9 below), each group may need newsprint, felt pens, and masking tape.

Room setup
If chairs are movable, ask learners to shift so they can face each other. If seats are fixed to the floor (in an auditorium, for instance), two to three people turn to those seated behind them to form buzz groups.

How to proceed



1. Explain the procedure.
Most adults are familiar with teacher-centered schooling, and they appreciate a few words of explanation whenever you ask them to work in unfamiliar ways. Be quite explicit in your introduction: "Now that I have laid out my plan for the session, I'd like to hear what you think. Since we are quite a large group it would take too long for everyone to be heard in turn, let's do it in small groups. You'll be sitting with four or five other members for a few minutes to respond to a question that I’m going to post. Select one member in your group to be the recorder—that person will also report to the large group when you’re done. This way everybody will be heard, first in the small group, then by way of the recorder. How does that sound? Do you have any questions before we proceed?"

2. Form buzz groups.
Have participants turn to others sitting nearby and form groups of four to six. Give specific directions, such as "Turn to the people sitting nearest you," or "Get together with someone you know least," or "This time, I'd like you to team up with people who work in settings similar to yours." Initially, this grouping will take a bit of time—be patient. The benefits of learner-involvement will compensate for this time spent; participants become quite adept at choosing groups and on subsequent occasions will do so with little delay.
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3. Describe the task.
The task must be something that can be accomplished in five or six minutes. If it is larger, divide it up and deal with each piece in turn. If, by design or accident, a task turns out to be larger than the time available, be prepared to come up with a way to deal with the loose ends. With all the commotion in the room, I suggest you write the task on the board, flipchart, or overhead. Leave it there in plain view throughout the discussion; groups frequently refer to it to stay on track. Clear language is important, as in the example at left.

4. Specify a time limit.
Four to six minutes are typical time spans for small tasks. Mention that this will give each member, on average, one minute of air time. Anything less leads to crowding; anything longer invites tuning-out, wandering off topic, and social chit-chat. Time restraints help groups focus on the task. You must gauge this element carefully and adjust the time allowance to suit the task and the relative maturity of the participants. 

5. Ask for recorders.
Suggest that each group select a recorder and explain the recorder's job. Early on, you may want to post a job description.

6. Recommend a process.
This applies mainly to inexperienced groups. Ask participants to take a moment to introduce themselves, then go around the circle to gather items to be added to the agenda. Those satisfied with the existing agenda should say so. Remind them to give equal air time. If a group has spare time, ask them to go around again to catch additional ideas. Ask groups to assist their recorder in registering each contribution.

You may wish to suggest for recorders to add contributors' names in brackets next to each item for future reference. To sharpen the focus on the task, you can further stipulate a specific number of items to be generated by each group.
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7. Monitor progress.
As the facilitator, circulate from group to group to unobtrusively listen in as they go about their work. This is no time to relax: it is vital that you are alert to each group's progress, ready to make brief interventions to steer them towards the accomplishment of their task. Occasionally the recorder may benefit from help in capturing and recording ideas, in abbreviating, or in writing large and using coloured pens. But take care not to interfere too much, since groups quickly develop their own personality. 

8. Act as time keeper.
Time does fly when buzz groups get together. By announcing "half-way through" or "two minutes remaining" you help groups with their task and remind everyone to use their share of air time. Should you sense that more time would be of benefit, be clear and announce a schedule change. Example: "You are all working so hard and most of you aren’t done—please take an extra three minutes to complete the list. And a reminder: ensure that each member in your group is heard and that the recorder catches the essences of your comments."; "If your group is already finished, please have another look over the list, and make any additions you think are important." Watch the time!

9. Invite the recorders to report.
If you are working with just a handful of groups, the simplest procedure is to ask one recorder after another to stand up and report. Alternatively, ask the recorders to post the summary sheets of their group's findings on a blank wall. If there are more than five or six recorders, looking at so many lists and hearing reports can become tedious. One way to handle this mass of data is to ask two groups to get together and consolidate their lists—eliminating duplications and combining phrases. 

10. Process the information.
If you want people's input, you need to acknowledge their contributions and then act on them. In the agenda-building example we have used here, the discussion could now turn to ways of incorporating participants’ items with those of the teacher. 

Some reporting tips 



Not all groups need to report individually, only those who have something new to contribute. This reduces repetition and encourages enthusiastic participation the next time you ask the class to work in groups.

If the task involves list-making, ask groups to make their tabulations first, and then rank the items in some order—by importance or urgency, for example. During subsequent reporting and action-planning, rankings simplify the processing.

Have recorders report only one point per turn. This avoids situations where the first group reports the bulk of the information, preventing others from contributing.

Ask recorders to post their reports side-by-side on a wall. Have them briefly describe their lists, elaborate as necessary, and answer questions from the audience. It'll be hard work for them. Ask them to skip items that have already been mentioned. Throughout, you act as facilitator—and let the group do the work.

Reverse the flow of information: instead of taking it to the group-at-large, ask participants to circulate from posting to posting. Ask that one member stay behind and act as interpreter. After participants have had time to check out other lists, they return to their own. There they briefly report what they have learned and are encouraged to edit their own work accordingly. 




Using Buzz Groups in Your Teaching

By: 
Kenneth O. Gangel Ph.D.
Apparently the method known as “buzz groups” was first used by Dr. Donald Phillips at Michigan State University. He would divide his large classes into six-member clusters asking them to discuss a certain problem for six minutes. As you might guess, it was not long until the new approach became known on campus as the “Phillips 66” technique. Now the use of buzz groups is quite popular, and varying formats and arrangements have been introduced to add a great deal of flexibility to this type of discussion teaching.

Because, of the flexibility, buzz groups cannot be narrowly defined. The name certainly can be applied whenever a large assembly of people is divided into small groups (usually of no less than three and no more than eight) which for a limited time simultaneously discuss separate problems or various phases of a given problem. If possible, recorders from each of the groups report their findings to the reassembled large group. This technique can be effectively used as early as the Junior Department and increases in significance up to young and middle adulthood.

Frequently buzz groups will follow a lecture, panel, or some other teaching form which has been used to transmit certain basic information about a given subject. The groups can be assigned questions raised by the speaker, or unresolved issues which emerge from the first part of the teaching period.

I’ll never forget a situation in which I used buzz groups with a young adult class. As I explained what we would be doing that morning their eyes filled with terror. This new approach seemed threatening to them, and they would much rather have had me take care of all of the performance. The plan was to have them study certain verses of Scripture for about 20 minutes in their buzz groups and then report to the wider group.

Things started slowly, but at the end of the 20 minutes when I informed them that they should “wrap up their findings” and prepare for reports, I had a mini-rebellion on my hands. “Quit? Wind up? Ready to report? Why, we just got started.” The thrill of learning had set in. They were hooked. Some of those folks had entered into group Bible studies seriously for the first time in their adult lives.

Herbert A. Thelen, in his book Dynamics of Groups at Work (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, Ill.), suggests, “the buzz group offers a natural and useful transition from the listening situation to the decision of each individual to act. It is an intermediate step in the movement of responsibility from the officials (leaders) to the small groups to the individual.” He also suggests four other valuable uses for this approach in teaching and group work: 

1. To get a meeting started on significant problems with the members assuming considerable responsibility

2. To set up an agenda for a meaningful learning experience

3. To overcome a feeling of helplessness or apathy and to redirect the group toward action

4. To test a set of ideas, and to increase communication between speaker and audience

Flexibility and variation are important factors in the use of buzz groups. Let us look at a Sunday School teacher who exemplifies these qualities.

Jim T. is the teacher of a young adult class. After coming back from a Sunday School convention last month, he decided to put into practice the things he learned in a workshop on buzz groups. His class numbers about 30 and meets in a little prayer chapel. His lesson for Sunday focuses on the personal witnessing techniques of Christ as seen in John 4:1-38. Jim plans to approach his teaching hour this way:

9:45—9:50 Welcome, announcements, and opening prayer.

9:50—10:10 Give a brief explanation of the setting of John 4. This will include showing something of the geographical setting of Samaria in relation to Judea and Galilee. To do this Jim intends to use an overhead projector with prepared maps. He will also briefly touch on the nature of the Samaritans: who they were, where they came from, and what they believed.

10:10—10:15 Explain the following six questions for discussion:

1. What specifically did Christ mean by his reference to “living water?”

2. Why did Jesus bring up the subject of this woman’s husbands?

3. What kind of diversion does the woman raise in verse 20, and how does our Lord handle it?

4. What is the meaning of verse 24, and what implications does it have for our worship today?

5. What did Christ mean by His statement, “Lift up your eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already to harvest” (v. 35)?

6. According to verse 38, how were the disciples involved in this ministry?

10:15—10:30 Chairs will be rearranged into six circles of approximately five people each. A group leader will be appointed whose task it is to keep the discussion on target and involve au the members of the group. He is not to teach or to dominate discussion. Each group will immediately select its own recorder or secretary, who will be responsible for the report.

10:30—10:45 The groups will reassemble, and each reporter will have approximately two minutes to share the findings of his group in answer to the question assigned. Jim may make one or two closing remarks at the end of the hour and then dismiss the class with prayer.

Several things are assumed in Jim s lesson plans. First of all, the Adult Department in his Sunday School has wisely given up its old system of “opening exercises.” Each class goes immediately to its classroom, and any preliminaries are taken care of there. Jim does not have to worry about passing around any kind of attendance lists since the class secretary sits in the back of the room and checks the attendance during the first few minutes.

Jim also has the advantage of a room with some privacy and folding chairs which can be moved anywhere he wants to put them. In addition, he has a small enough class so that division into smaller groups is quite workable.

But remember the flexibility angle. Suppose Jim had 60 students instead of 30. If the chairs were still movable and the room large enough, he could have retained his lesson plan with one exception: be would have assigned two groups to each question rather than one.

But let us assume for the moment that Jim bad to meet his class in the sanctuary, where they sit in pews rather than folding chairs. Could he have used buzz groups?

Yes, assuming he has had the foresight to bring all of the class members together in one comer of the auditorium rather than letting them spread out. He will still use his same lesson format and the same questions. But now he will go to a variation of buzz groups called either “neighbor nudging,” “triads,” or “diads.” This is a technique which involves two or three people sitting together and discussing a question among themselves. There is no appointed leader, and the teacher may select any one of the two or three to give the informal report.

If his class numbers 60 and Jim wants to keep his original six questions, he might decide to use triads, thus giving him 20 small discussion groups. He would have at least three groups on each question and four groups on two of the questions. The major deficiency here is that he will surely not have time for all of the reports so he will have to select a representative sample. The advantage is that he can use diads or triads with almost any type of room furniture and arrangement in a class of almost any size. Perhaps the diagram on page 47 will more clearly establish the buzz group arrangements discussed above.

Values of Buzz Group Teaching

Buzz group teaching, like other forms of discussion, takes advantage of that significant teaching principle, interaction. The class confronts the subject matter firsthand rather than passively receiving what a teacher has to say. Jim could have answered any of
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his questions in a lecture, but the answers will be much more meaningful if the class members can find them in the text. Some of the class members would never participate in a discussion if the whole class were listening to their contribution. In the small group, however, the threat is minimized, and people find it easier to express themselves and share their understanding of scriptural issues.

Adaptability is a plus factor for this teaching method. We saw how Jim could adapt if the Sunday School superintendent suddenly moved him into the auditorium. The subject matter is also a flexible item. Buzz groups can deal with interpretation of Scripture, discussion of topical matters, controversial questions raised by a guest speaker, implementation of ideas by the members of the group, and many other types of learning. Sometimes patience and tolerance develop as group members are forced into a situation of listening to what someone else has to say on the subject.

Do not forget the factor of leadership development. Although the roles of group leader and recorder-reporter may not seem very significant at the time, this exposure to the sharing of responsibility for the effectiveness of the class is an important ingredient in the process of training classmembers to be leaders themselves.

Problems in Using Buzz Groups

Sometimes the use of buzz groups will threaten a class. As a matter of fact, the first time you use the technique you should expect your class members to be somewhat afraid of the group interaction. But soon they will discover that learning is enjoyable when the learner is directly involved.

Sometimes the groups will not arrive at the conclusions which the leader might have desired. If he has left himself some time to “pull together” the issues, he may be able to solve this problem. But an honest discussion should not predetermine what conclusions the group is to reach. The process should be as inductive as possible.

Sometimes a weakness shows up in the selection of the group leader. If the leader fails to take the responsibility to keep his group on the subject and to catalytically draw out each member, then the effectiveness of the technique will be in danger.

Buzz groups also take time. Just as in any other kind of discussion teaching, the teacher must plan to invest more time to cover the same amount of material than if he were teaching monologically. But again, the emphasis should be on creating learning in the minds and lives of the students, not necessarily in covering the greatest amount of material in the shortest time.

Principles for Effective Buzz Groups

Some pitfalls can be avoided if the teacher will carefully observe some basic principles which facilitate the effectiveness of buzz group teaching.

Plan the classtime to allow for moving chairs, explaining the technique, and hearing reports. These items will usually take longer than you anticipate.

Make clear to the class what the roles of group leader and recorder should be. This is done before the entire group so that everyone will know how he is to react to the leader and recorder in his group.

Set a definite time limit for discussion. The general tendency is to think that groups will be able to do more in a certain amount of time than they can actually handle effectively. If five group members have 15 minutes to deal with their question, each member of the group can speak to the question only three minutes.

The teacher should “float” from group to group to motivate better involvement, help them over any hurdles, and generally spread enthusiasm around the room.

Gather the notes from the reporters, and prepare a mimeographed sheet of the total findings of the class. The recorders will probably be speaking so fast that no one can take notes. Furthermore, this sheet will give the class a symbol of their own effectiveness in discussion and Bible study. The leader can also add his own comments at the end so that such a report sheet will be helpful as a reference item long after the class is over.

Class Assignment: Buzz Groups

The World is about to blow up! Twenty minutes to save civilisation. There is a space ship escaping to Mars. There are only five places on board. Your task is to choose five from the ten candidates below to maintain and propagate the human race! Prioritise and justify your decision: 
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A teenage ex heroin user who is pregnant
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A drug abusing Doctor
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An athlete with low intellectual ability
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4. An obese scientist
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An alcoholic pilot
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6. A farmer
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A politician 
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8. A nurse
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A religious person

10. A Further Education teacher
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