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At some point during your college career, you mightasked to work collaboratively on a group
paper. These assignments will require you to wathk wthers to produce one cohesive final
essay. Group essays allow students to develop tedaskills and enhance collaborative
thinking through co-authorship. This handout offstrategies for successful collaborative essay
writing and provides advice for how to addressdhallenges of writing a group paper.

Tips for Writing a Group Essay

Keep these thoughts in mind before the first gnmgeting and throughout the collaborative
writing process.

Identify individual strengths/weaknesses
Since every group member has different skills atehts, recognizing each member’s
unique strengths is essential to maximizing theigi®collective productivity.

Balance power within the group

In order to ensure success, all group members Ingu:
given equal power and authority to both write a
modify the paper. Each individual in the group ddot
assume the same level of responsibility for theren
paper. Designating a “lead” writer to be primari
responsible for the project significantly limitsett %
potential of the paper and often causes proble
within the group. Open discussion and idea mapp
are two methods through which the contributions
all members can be balanced and integrated int
cohesive whole.

Write collaboratively, NOT cooperatively

Two minds are better than one. Resist the temptadiammediately divide the essay into
sections and have each person be responsible égoartion. Although it initially may
seem more difficult, continuously working togetloerall parts of the essay increases
overall productivity. This approach allows writéesbuild on the ideas of others and use
each other’s perspectives to create a more welided and fluid paper.



The Group Writing Process

1.

Brainstorm — Make a map or list of ideas. All group members $thaontribute with the
goal of generating as much initial material as fmssNo suggestions should be
dismissed at this point. All ideas should be eguadliued, even if they may not seem
possible or relevant. Be sure to discuss the gahleopaper. What does the prompt ask?
What approaches could be used to address the g2ompt

Outline — Organize the ideas in a structured outline thatdcba used as a framework for
the paper. Arrange the ideas in a way that addselseprompt and the goal of the paper.

Research -Conduct any necessary research on the topic. iostép, dividing the work
among group members would be beneficial.

Discuss -Meet to exchange research findings with group meslaad brainstorm about
how to integrate the research into the essay. \\ésatarch will go in which sections?
Does any information change the essay’s main p&htiuld the essay structure be
altered to accommodate research findings? Theigtalestablish a concrete and specific
plan for the essay.

Write — Write the essay. Googledocs and Wikis are onlinéstthat enable multiple
users to edit a document online, which may be ligeftembers cannot meet in person
to write the draft. If the essay is very long, memsmay be designated to initially draft a
certain section. However, all members are equalponsible for the paper as a whole,
not just the section that they initially wrote.

Read —Each member should read the entire draft, from gidmish. Does it sound the
way the group intended in the initial plan? Areréheough transitions? Sections that
require more sources? Sharp contrasts in tone?

. Revise -Meet again (preferably in person or via confereral§ to discuss any aspects

of the paper that stood out after reading. Recerttifferences in style, voice, and tone to
make the paper fluid and cohesive. If ideas cl&gk,out the pros and cons of each
approach until the group reaches an agreement.

The reading and revising steps should be repeated until all group members are satisfied with the

paper.

Common Frustrations An imbalance of power within the group is the mo@nmon source of
frustration among collaborative writers. This inality can take many forms, the most frequent
of which are outlined below.



Free Riders —Group members who do not contribute constructitelghe group.
Generally, there are two types of free riders.

0 Apathetic Free Riders do not contribute because they are not interestdte
topic or goals of the paper.

o Sef-Inhibiting Free Riders do not participate because they do not view
themselves as knowledgeable enough about the dbghe paper (or about
writing itself) to have the authority to contribuieheir lack of confidence in their
ideas hinders interaction with group members.

General Strategies:

o Group members can address the issue of an apditteetiader if the professor
has a group assessment exercise built into thgrasent sequence. Such
exercises will enable group members to inform tluggssor about the apathetic
free rider in their group.

o Group members can also address an apathetic diewithout involving the
professor by staging an intervention in which thrdgrm the free rider that such
non-productive behavior is not appreciated in ttoaip.

0 Suggestive questioning can create an open space/iith the self-inhabited free
rider can voice his or her ideas. Encourage thetgqmember by showing that you
value his or her contributions.

o Discuss a controversial statement or question
suggest as many alternate perspectives
possible, even if they are absurd. This create
non-judgmental environment in which to propo
ideas, and it makes members feel mc
comfortable participating in discussion. As
follow-up activity, each student should pick
group member’s response to the controvers
statement and validate it to themselves or
partner, either verbally or in written form.

Self-Asserters -Members who appoint themselves as group leaderassuine full
responsibility for the paper. Self-asserters o&tssign tasks to all other group members
and insist on their own ideas for the group as algyHeaving the other members in
frustrated silence.



General Strategies:

o0 Model thoughtful listening and successful collatiammin order to illustrate that
self-assertion is unnecessary.

o Practice collaborative writing in a completely htipetical, risk-free context by
doing an activity that consists purely of discussamd writing. Invent a prompt
and discuss how the group would structure a bodygpaph for this imaginary
assignment.

o Encourage discussion and collaboration throughwaitatriting process, even if
the self-asserter insists on assigning individietgmeal tasks.

Helpful Links:

http://trc.virginia.edu/Publications/Teaching_Conce
ns/Spring_1993/TC_Spring_1993_Young.htm

A timeline of what group members should accomptishing each meeting in order to
successfully and efficiently produce a group essay.

http://writingcenter.unc.edu/resources/handoutsat#specific-writing-assignments/group-
writing

An overview of the group writing process as welbdst of some common mistakes to avoid
when writing a collaborative paper.

http://voices.yahoo.com/writing-co-author-tips-hayisuccessful-610998.html
Additional tips on how to avoid frustrations andriweffectively with group members
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