Managing Large Classes:
Using lecture groups and individual folders

Lecture Groups

What are they?:


Lecture groups are permanent groups of 4-5 students who sit together every lecture.  Hopefully they will get to know each other through these groups and learn to work together both in class and outside class.  As an instructor it will often allow you to deal with, for example, 20 groups instead of 100 students.
Using Groups:


I have used lecture groups in many different ways including…

1. Spontaneous thought questions during lecture (modified think-pair-share)

2. In-class learning activities (problem sets, case studies, etc.) completed in groups

3. Competitions (quiz games, extra points for group improvement on exam grades, etc.)
4. Extra credit for studying together outside class or making a group presentation
5. Required group presentations

Establishing Groups:


There are a few different ways to set up groups.  You could have students pick their own groups or divide them alphabetically.  My favorite way is to group students by character traits as follows:

1. On the first day of class hand out a new file folder (if you are going to use individual folders) or an index card to each student.
2. Ask the students to write at least their name and one adjective that describes their personality on the folder or card.

3. Collect the descriptions.

4. Before the next class, sort the descriptions into 4-5 groups such as “Dominant”, “Shy”, “Funny”, and “Friendly”.  You can sort them however you feel works the best, but make sure you have the “Dominant” group.  Examples of “Dominant” descriptors are: bossy, strong-willed, overbearing, take-charge, etc.
5. Set up your groups so you have a variety of personality types in each group, but don’t put more than one “Dominant” in any one group.  This can take an hour or two, but it’s kind of fun and you get to know a little bit about your students in the process.

6. If there are other criteria you also feel are important to consider when constructing groups (i.e. gender, major, class year, etc.) make sure you get that information from students as well.

7. Inform students of their groups (I give each group a name based on the filing system I use for their folders) prior to the next class.  I email the group assignments and post the info on Blackboard.

8. On the second day of class post a seating chart (I project it through Powerpoint; email jkagle@mansfield.edu  if you want the seating chart I have for either Allen Auditorium or GSC 153) so they know where each group should approximately sit.  Once they have found each other, they can sit wherever they like as long as they stick together as a group.  They are expected to sit with their groups for the remainder of the semester.
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Individual Folders

What are they?:


Individual folders are file folders that are used for communication between students and the instructor throughout the semester.  Each student has their own folder which they pick up at the beginning of every lecture and returns at the end of lecture.  Exact uses of the folders are described below.

Using Folders:


I use folders for two main purposes: handing out/collecting papers and attendance.  I am sure you could think of other uses, too.  To hand out papers, I sort the papers into the appropriate folders prior to class so they are there for the students in class.  To collect papers, students simply leave any assignments to be handed in in their folders.  I then go through folders after class and remove any papers which have been handed in.

For attendance, there is a sheet (usually a bright color for easy identification; email jkagle@mansfield.edu  if you want the template) on which each student prints and signs his/her name the first class.  They are responsible for signing the sheet every class meeting (I have the dates already on the sheet) or else they are considered absent.  I check the sheets regularly (ideally after every class) and strike out the space next to the date for any absent student.  If there was an excused absence I also make a note on the attendance sheet.

This can take up a little extra time outside class, but eliminates in-class time taken up for handing out/collecting papers and attendance.  Also, because each student has his/her own folder, privacy worries are decreased.

Organizing Folders:


I keep all the folders in a portable file box (Rubbermaid L2-T46606) which I carry back and forth to every lecture.  Folders are contained within colored hanging folders which correspond to each lecture group.  This way the first member of a lecture group can grab the entire group hanging folder and individual folders can be distributed at their seats.  This reduces traffic at the front of the room before class starts.  The use of a group folder also allows me to hand out in-class activity sheets to groups as opposed to individuals, reducing the number of copies I need to make.  At the end of class individual folders are collected within the group and one person returns the group folder containing all the individual folders to the file box.

If you are not using lecture groups, you could organize in hanging folders by first letter of last name, but each person would have to retrieve and return their own folder, increasing before and after class congestion.
