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MOBTS Submission: Activity/Exercise

Introduction. Provide a brief introduction that establishes a need for this type of exercise and identifies the target
usage. Include potential course applications and explain for whom the exercise is designed: early undergraduate,
late undergraduate, graduate, etc.; traditional, non-traditional, cross-cultural, etc.).

Group work has become almost ubiquitous in business education, and yet many instructors fail to
address the inherent challenges students encounter when working with groups of peers. We have
found many faculty who are not skilled and/or interested to deal with team issues. As a result,

team issues are often ignored by faculty, or only used for evaluative purposes.

Students often lack the knowledge necessary to anticipate, let alone navigate, the complicated
landscape of student team dynamics. When issues do occur, students often don’t have the tools
necessary to give and receive constructive feedback. As a result, students are often left to figure
out how or if the team will deal with team issues. Many students are frustrated by the lack of
help to solve these issues. This often leads to negative student experiences around the group
work portion of any given class and resentment around the fact that team issues can derail

individual grades.

Failure to educate students on how to give and receive feedback in group work is a huge missed

learning opportunity and a failure of instructors’ obligation to provide tools in these settings.

Our activity uses a short case study that can be read in class as the platform for discussing these
issues and talking about how students can handle feedback in peer teams. The case describes a
team of five students where one student is performing poorly. The case and activity have been
used successfully with undergraduate, graduate and faculty who want to increase their ability to
manage team projects. In this case, we also show how the dynamics of a student team in an
educational setting has many unique qualities often not present in non-educational settings. The

case also shows how giving and receiving peer feedback is impacted by various team
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characteristics. For example, the team members are all roommates, members of the same
sorority, living off campus, having juniors and seniors on the same team and also playing on the
same varsity sports team where the problem performer in the student project is the highly
dominant captain of the varsity team. Providing effective peer feedback in this context presents a

useful strategy that both students and faculty will find useful in their work.

By providing case-based opportunities to work through feedback issues and apply theory outside
the team setting, students can learn in a lower risk setting (class discussion), and then apply those
learnings to their teams. Topics such as social loafing, poor or incomplete work product,
different work styles, cultural diversity, control/dominance of decisions and/or discussions,
differences in expectations around responsiveness, missing meetings and deadlines often emerge

during the activity, allowing for a rich forum for discussion.

The case activity has been piloted in several project-based courses as well as undergraduate
courses that use extensive group work at Babson College and includes an exhaustive teaching

note that details different uses of the case in various settings.

Theoretical Foundation/Teaching Implications. Briefly specify the relevant background literature that
the exercise is based upon and how your session contributes to effective teaching and learning in the
field of management.

The work of Weintraub, et al (Weintraub, J, Lee.,G and MacCormack, A. How to Manage
Student Consulting Teams. Elgar Publishing, 2020) highlights many of the issues in student
project teams. Some faculty often are more concerned about getting results that will satisfy the
client on a project than they are about developing the students in their teams. In fact, if peer
feedback data is collected, it is often designed to be used in grading from a faculty perspective

rather than designed to aid in learning and development from a student perspective. The use of
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both peer feedback and coaching are frequently not part of the team experience for student

consulting projects.

Much has been written about giving and receiving feedback in professional settings, but less has

been written on feedback within student teams. From the work of Hunt & Weintraub (Hunt., J &
Weintraub, J. The Coaching Manager. Sage Publications, 2017), peer feedback and coaching can
play a major role in the development of talent. Unfortunately, the use of peer coaching is usually

not part of the team experience for many students on teams.

Our activity will demonstrate the importance of peer feedback and coaching. Opportunities will
be given to showcase how coaching can be done by both faculty and students when dealing with

issues of team performance and team dynamics.

Learning Objectives. Specify the learning objectives for the exercise by articulating the expected changes in
knowledge, attitude, or skill that are associated with participation in the activity. What teaching topics are relevant
to your session?

The overarching goal of our session is to demonstrate how attendees can use a case-based

discussion to help student teams discuss difficult issues in a low risk environment.
Use of this case-based activity is meant to help instructors to:

@ Provide an interactive experience for student reflection on issues surrounding the giving
and receiving of feedback in team-based student consulting projects

@ Provide students with an opportunity to anticipate potential team issues and conflict, and
provide a discussion of tools (e.g. Team charter)

® Provide students with a forum in which to discuss and practice dealing with team member

feedback, in a lower risk environment for application to current and future
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@ Examine the interpersonal dynamics of student teams when prior relationships of team
members can potentially impact the type and quality of feedback that is given to peers
Exercise Overview. Provide an overview of the activity/exercise, including the logistics of running the exercise
(e.g. timing, materials, class size), the flow of the exercise, variations or alternate applications, debriefing

guidelines (e.g. questions to ask, how students generally respond). The goal is to give the reviewer enough
information so that they understand what the activity is that you plan to present in your session.

The activity will use our case study; The Case of the Perfect Team , which is designed to be read
and conducted in a sixty minute class session even though our teaching note presents other

options for a longer more extensive session.

The session begins with a discussion about the issues of giving and receiving feedback in an
educational setting. The reading of our 1.5 page case is followed by a series of short discussions
and breakouts with attendees role playing how they would provide feedback to a problem team
member who is also a friend. The role of the faculty advisor to the team is also explored where
faculty participants can discuss and role play how they would handle the students’ request for
help. A more detailed outline of the approach used is shown in the Session Description in the

following section.

Session Description. Provide an overview of what you will actually do in the MOBTS conference session. Include
a timeline for the session and how participants will be involved. Remember, reviewers are looking for participant
engagement in these sessions.

After a short introductory presentation explaining the rationale for using this activity in classes
that utilize group work, our plan is to “teach” our case as an interactive activity where the
participants play the role of students in a project team. This will give participants a chance to
experience the flow of the case discussion. We will follow the Session Plan outlined in Appendix
A, with periodic “teaching time outs” to explain why we are doing various activities and our
choices pedagogically. Appendix B contains the entire 1.5 page case to be used: The Case of the

Missing Team.
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We will conclude by asking participants for key learning from the activity and explain the logic

behind various “teaching” choices in the flow of the discussion.
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Appendix A: Session Plan in Detail

Below is a suggested session plan

Time

Topic/Questions

10 mins

Intro of the Topic and Rationale for Using the Case

10

Case Reading

Give participants 10 minutes to read the case and answer individually:

1. What are the major issues in the case?

2.  What should the team do now, considering the time left for the project?

5-10

Full Class Discussion of issues — Question 1: What are the major issues in the case?
Many issues may come up, for example:

Lack of honesty among group members
Not safe psychological environment
Afraid of confrontation/consequences
Unclear expectations

Assumptions

Dual relationships

Lack of diversity

Lack of leadership

Poor work planning

Lack of process to resolve issues

Teaching time out: Ultimately looking for “Performance” or “Quality of Team’s Work™ as
well as “Team Dynamics”

10

Small Group Discussion
In their groups, compare their answers to the second question, #2 What should the team do
now, considering the time left in the project?

Option to add a third discussion question, #3. What could the group have done at the
beginning to avoid or anticipate these issues?

Teaching time out: We sometimes have them post their answers to a discussion board, where
they can’t see others’ answers until they have posted but where they can also compare.

10-15

Full Class Readout/Discussion, Question 2: What should they do now, given the time
remaining?
Answers vary from one or a combination of:
@® Focus on the work
@ Meet to clear the air and deal with Kelly, the problem performer (with various options)
o Speak individually to Kelly
Team meets with Kelly
Faculty advisor meets with Kelly
Faculty advisor and team meet with Kelly
Other?
Other?

O O O O O
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Ignore the issues and finish the project

Teaching time out: We recommend that you list their responses on the board. You can also

have the students post their answers to an online discussion board, where they can’t see others

2

answers until they have posted but where they can also compare.
Side bars and interesting digressions to consider:

If you are in a team of friends, what recommendations do you have to improve the
ability to give feedback, in a timely manner, especially if performance issues occur?
(most students can relate to this issue especially if they are in an academic setting
where the use of teams is prevalent)
Differences between graduate students and undergraduate students in teams
How to keep Kelly from being “ganged up” on by the group
Does it make a difference that there are only 6 weeks left? What if there were 8 weeks
left? Only 3 weeks? Does it change the answer?
What do people typically do in this situation? Answer: Ignore (this is the most frequent
response).
o What are the consequences of ignoring?
= Does not address the issue
= Allows problem performers to “get away” with bad behaviors that
have a negative impact on the team and its members
= Comes back later (sometimes in explosive, emotional ways)
= Hurts relationships
= Team performance
= Other consequences?
What if you were Kelly in this situation?
o What might be her perspective?
o What would you want team members to do if you were in this situation?
What should the faculty advisor do? Should he or she get involved? If Kelly asks the
advisor if the team has met with him/her, what should s/he say?

Option: Full Session Discussion of Question: 3. What could the team have done at the
beginning of the project to anticipate issues?

The development of a team charter to anticipate issues is an important consideration. As part of
the charter, the team could develop a specific strategy to demonstrate their commitment to
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belongingness (DEIB). The theme of Equity (along with
fairness) is especially relevant given what we know about the lack of work being done by one
team member.

Other suggestions that come up include:

Regular check-ins on team process and DEIB in the early stages of the project during
the first several weeks of the project

Ground rules around giving and receiving feedback from peers and faculty advisor

In the team charter, include a definition of how and when feedback will be given.
Asking for help from the faculty advisor before any issues are allowed to exist without
resolution
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@ Create an environment of psychological safety and belongingness. Follow-on question
for the class on safety: How can teams do that? Discuss ways the students can
individually and collectively create safe environments

5-10 Wrap up. Explain the Case and Teaching Note.

Appendix B: The Case of the Perfect Team

“What started off as a perfect team has become one of the most challenging experiences that 1
have had in my four years at the university. I signed up with four other women to work on a
semester-long consulting project focused on developing a marketing plan for a global food
manufacturer.

We all thought we really knew each other. But things have not gone well for our team,
especially in producing the quality work that I thought was a given. Instead of being able to
confront our issues, we all have avoided providing honest feedback to each other and
especially to one of our team members, Kelly. Kelly talks a lot at meetings but does almost
nothing on her part of the project and even worse is making life miserable for our team and as
well as for our faculty advisor. I am not sure what we should do since we only have six weeks
left before the project ends with a final presentation and report to the client.”

The comment above was made by Ava, a member of the five-person student team, who was
taking a semester-long student consulting project supervised by a faculty advisor.

The team consisted of two juniors (Ava and Sophia) and three seniors (Kelly, Tara and Li) who
all considered themselves friends at the start of the project. They shared many things in common;
they all lived together in an off-campus apartment; they were in the same sorority; and they were
all members of a varsity sports team where Kelly was the captain of the team. The student team
also expected that Kelly would play the leader role in their project because of her leadership role
on the sports team, where her domineering and sometimes coercive style seemed to work on the
athletic field. However, Kelly’s approach on the project turned out to be lots of words and little
action, leaving her fellow team members frustrated and embarrassed about the team’s weak
performance. In addition, the quality of the work that Kelly was producing was poor and was
impacting the work of the other team members.

A faculty project advisor provided supervision to the team and to four other student teams during
the semester as well. The advisor’s recent feedback expressed concerns about the lack of depth
and insight in the team’s most recent submission. Ava and the other team members (except
Kelly) decided to seek help from the advisor who was surprised to hear about the issues that
existed within the team and especially with Kelly. Kelly always presented herself to the faculty
member as a confident, take-charge person. She often spoke on behalf of the team at meetings
and appeared to have everything in the team under control. Unfortunately, the other team
members actually felt powerless and unhappy.
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A week earlier, the team and advisor had received the results of a “360 degree” multi-rater
survey. In the survey, each team member rated themselves and each of the other team members
on 5 major dimensions which included teamwork, communications, leadership, listening, and
creative & critical thinking. The survey results were glowing: each person received mostly “5’s”
from team members on a scale where 5 was excellent. Team members were also asked to provide
qualitative feedback to support their ratings. The comments given to team members, including
Kelly, were also positive, though many of the statements tended to be general in nature (e.g.,
“good team member”, “has great ideas™). At the time, the faculty advisor had some concerns
about the quality of client deliverables produced so far by the team, but the high ratings and
positive general peer feedback seemed to indicate that the team should be able to overcome its
current issues and achieve strong results.

The faculty advisor was glad that Ava and her team scheduled a time to meet. At the meeting
with Ava and three other team members, the faculty advisor was surprised that Kelly was not
present and apparently did not know about the meeting. After discussing the performance issues
of the project, the faculty advisor asked about the positive feedback that they had each given
each other (including Kelly) on the recent feedback survey, and why no one revealed what was
really going on in the team and their dissatisfaction with Kelly. The team members admitted that
they had not been honest in their evaluations. Despite how close the team members appeared to
be at the start of the project, they stated that they did not feel safe telling the truth because they
were afraid of the consequences if they gave Kelly honest feedback.

The team members then asked their faculty advisor for advice on how to proceed. The team also
requested that the faculty advisor not say anything to Kelly about this meeting.



