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ABSTRACT v

Students in speech classes at Northern Illinois
University participated in tests to determine what assumption of
roles in discussion groups impairs participatiopn and prohibits
consensus. Students were randomly assigned to one of twelve
discussion groups of five members each. The topic and materials for
discussion were excerpted from the local student nedWspaper and
authenticated. Typical group behavior roles were assigned which would
represent varied opinions. B nine-item semantic differential test was
selected as the measurement of consensus. The resulting data
demonstrated that there are no significant differences bLetween means
of scores on a test of consensus between groups with assigned roles
and groups without assigned roles. In a group aiscussion where
participants are labeled, the behavior is standardized, and it is
more difficult to reach a consensus unless group members becomne
accustomed to their roles. (DS)
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A number of authors have explored the In order to test for consensus in groups
function of roles in the discussion process,! with assigned roles as opposed to consensus
and as a result, the identification and as- in groups with no assigned rvoles, it was
signing of roles is an accepted {raining de- necessary to seclect roles carefully. Roles
vice. Few studies, however, have attempted were finally selected on the bagis of 1) those
to examine the relationship between the most likely to be encountsred in actual
assumption of an assigned vole and the group behavior, and 2) those which would
effect that this act has upon the group or represent a mixture of points ot view. The
the decision reached. The specific purpose roles selected were those of democratic lead-
of this study is to determine whether or er, antagonist, yes-man, fact finder, and
not the assumption of a role in a discussion Rarmonizer Role descriptions were dupli-
group aftfects the discussants’ perception of cated and one of euch was represented in
that group and inhibits the likelihood- that cach assigned role group. The five members
consensus can be veached. of cach non-role group received instructions
i’ . o to be yourself. No subject kaew if his group
P?'OCC’([U}"Q. r].‘he h}'[)()t)]eSlS of this ‘Stll'd}' were a role or non-role group.
" (H.=M,=M:) is that there are no signifi- o :
cant differences between means of scores The measurement of consensus was pre-
on a test of consensus between groups with sented in the form of a nine item semantic
assigned roles and groups without assigned. = -differential test. Questions werc asked on
roles three areas of congeniality: getting along
with group members, feeling of working
The subjects chosen were all students en- together, and personal opinion as affected
. r ~Oy) Q ianta snt Ty 3 .
rolled in speech classes who had had some by the group. Subjects were directed to re-
formal training in discussion methodology, spond to each item by circling one of seven
and who, therefore, had & common back- numbers ranging from a nore to a wvery
ground in group communication. Subjects much perception.
were randoutly assigned to ohe af twelve  © gypjects weve -first oriented toward the
discussion groups of five members each. idea that each was to play his assigned role
. . . X to the best of his ability during the discus-
Tt};e gm‘?leg?{, 5(;1 flslﬁcﬂlfgilé .“2?“:'10}%?‘ sion. Tach person. whether a member of a
OE ]]e asys i I']\l 1 ¢ § ”; uels ¢ role or non-role group. received a sheet of
s U(e}!t"‘- 2) 1ef ltl(” }’%ll““ef ;“3“6 }‘3 instructions explaining the role assignment
any ciscussion ot the pro _}€m, ‘m‘(’..) t € and a description of the problem. Groups
vecency of the problem so that participants were formed and the problem discussed.
could feel that their discussion ml;‘rnt still Upon reaching agreement (Lime was limited
influence the outcome of the issue. The _ﬁnal to 50 minutes) each group member was
problem sclected was quoted direetly from given the test and was asked to identify
the local student newspaper and was foot- the role that he had -played. Each group
noted for authenticity and to provide addi- was assigned an identification number which
tional intormation. was noted on the test.
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Results. The responses to the lest ilems
were assigned a numerical value ranging
from 1 to 7 with 1 representing a wone por-
ception and 7 representing a very muceh per-
ception. All responses valued 5 or greater
were included in the high consensus cate-
gory and all responses valued 3 or less were
included in the low consensus calegory. Dif-
ferences between categories and the role
and nen-role groupings were analvzed - by
use of the chi square.

-Results of the analvsis of total responses
(see Table 1) suggest that the hypothesis
could be rejected. :

TABLE 1
Chi Square Analysis of Total Respounses

High Low Row

Total
f 133 f 60
Role 193
F 160 F 33
. ; x; = 49.6d
. 211 11 x? required at
Non-role F184 F38 222 0] level = 6.64

Column Total 344 71 N=415

Analysis of the three cutegorial divisions
of consensus are illustrated in Tables 2, 3.
and. 4. Table 2 illustrates the differences
found between role and non-role groupings
with respect to attitudes toward group mem-
bers. Attitudes toward the group itself are
examined in Table 3, and Table 4 illustrates
the differences between the two groupings
with respect to attitudes toward the deci-
sion reached. All findings were significant
at the .01 level.

TABLE 2

Chi Square Analysis of
Opinions Toward Pcrsons

High  Low  .Row

Total
tf 45 f 20
Role F 56 F 9 65
f 87 f 2 x? = 26.4
Non-role F 76 F 13 89
Column Total 132 22 N=154
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TABLE 3

Chi Square Analysis of
Opinions Toward Group

High  Low  RO%
f 42 {12 :
Role ’ F 47 F 7 54
f 52 f 2 x?=17.8
Non-role F a7 F 7 54
Column Total 94 14 N=108
TABDLE 4
Chi Square Analvsis of
Opinions TowardsDecision
. Row
High Ltow Total
f 46 f 28
Role F57 F 17 74
?
Non-role e 7 79 X' =82
Column Total 118 35 N=153

Discussion. This study tested the hypoth-
esis that there are no significant differences
in scores on a test of consensus belween
groups with assigned roles and groups with-
out assigned roles. The results indicated
that the hypothesis could be rejected. It is
highly possible that groups without assigned
roles reach greater consensus (as defined)
than do groups with assigned roles. The
greatest differences ocecurred in attitudes
toward persons in the group. Possibly as a
consequence of plaving their roles well,
group members were less able to interact
as positively than were group members who
“played themselves.” Attitudes toward the
group also showed a loading toward the low
opinion end of the scale in the case of the
assigned role groupings. The smallest dif-
ference found occurred in the responses
toward the decision reached although the
results were still significantly different be-
i{ween the two groupings.

This study suggests that in thos2 circum-
stances where a group participant beconies
labeled (and standardizes his behavior) the
group will find it. more diflicult to achieve
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cangensus, A second implication is that. al-
though it cannot be inferred that students
should not be axsigned roles in discussion.
it can be inferred that time should be al-
lowed for acclimation to the new roles of
the group members.

*The research reported in this study was assisted
by Susan Baker. Kenneth Doubler, Barbara Kreger,
Mariunn Serbin, and Robert Wilson under the di-
reetion of Dr. Philip A. Gray at Northern Illinois
University.
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Philip A. Gray is Assistant Dean of
Liberal Arts and Sciences and Assistant

Professor of Speech at Northern 1llinois -

University. Ile received his Bachelor of

Arts degree with a comprehensive major
in English, speech, and theater from Ohio
Northern University. His Master’s degree
in rhetoric and Ph.D. in cocmmunication
were botli completed at the Ohio State Uni-
versity,

Prior to his service at Northern Illinois,
Dr. Gray taught in the Ohio "State Univer-
sity, and was Director of the Ohin High
Schonl Speech League. His professional af-
filiations include the Speech Communication
Association, Central States Specch Associa-,
tion, and the Illinois Speech and Theatre

~ -Association. His name appears in American

Men of Science.

Dr. Gray has had extensive experietice as
a consultant including work with the Oak
Electro/metics Corporation, Price Water-
house Corporation, the fllinois Cflice of Pub-
lic Instruction, and the Ilinois Divisien of
Vocational Rehabilitation. His most recent
publication, co-authored by Dr. Charles U.
Larson, is A Course in Listening Ifficiency,
a programmed listening course prepared
for distribution by Oak Electro/netics Cor-
poration. Recen. research activities have
focused on several variables-in small group
communications.



