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COMM 349 Small Group Communication 

Colonnade Proposal 

 
1. What course does the department plan to offer in Connections? Which subcategory are you 

proposing for this course? (Social and Cultural, Local to Global, Systems)   
 
 

COMM 349: Small Group Communication (3 hours) meets the three learning objectives included in 
the Systems subcategory within the Connections category of the Colonnade Plan.  As documented in the 
following paragraphs, COMM 349 enables students to examine systems on two levels: 1) applying 
systems theory to understand groups as human systems in which individual members are integral, 
interacting, and interdependent components, and 2) developing effective group skills to identify, analyze, 
understand, and address problems in larger systems found in local and global contexts.  Throughout the 
course, they examine various group/system processes, such as creative and critical thinking, decision 
making, problem solving, communication, leadership, and conflict resolution.   
 

2. How will this course meet the specific learning objectives of the appropriate sub-category?  
Please address all

 
 of the learning outcomes listed for the appropriate subcategory.   

Each of the three learning objectives is discussed in greater detail below.  
 
Learning Objective 1: Analyze how systems evolve 
 
     Students in COMM 349 will demonstrate the ability to analyze how systems evolve.  First, students 
learn how human systems (i.e., small groups) are, as the textbook describes, “the heart of society.”  
Students are exposed to different kinds of small groups and the primary and secondary functions they 
serve in both work and personal contexts.  They also learn to analyze various situational characteristics to 
determine if, how, and why organizational and societal problems are best addressed by an individual or a 
group.  Exam questions ask students to apply their knowledge by identifying real-world scenarios where 
human systems appropriately form, operate, and solve problems. 
 
     Second, students analyze the evolution and effectiveness of their own human system as they participate 
in a semester-long small group project.  Students are asked to select a local or global problem.  After 
working through the Procedural Model of Problem Solving, students offer and sometimes implement their 
ideas for how to address, improve, or solve the problem of interest.  At the end of the project, students 
complete a reflection paper in which they are asked to analyze how their human system evolved and 
operated over the course of the semester.  Specifically, students address questions related to group 
challenges/conflicts, how they were managed, and the outcomes of those challenges; group 
accomplishments and outcomes; group procedures and processes such as utilizing the problem solving 
framework; the advantages and disadvantages of working in a group; and, group roles and leadership.  
Overall, this assignment gives students the opportunity to look back on their group experience and the 
ways in which the system worked interdependently to construct a solution that was better than what could 
have been accomplished independently. 
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Learning Objective 2: Compare the study of individual components to the analysis of entire systems.   
 
     Students in COMM 349 will compare the study of individual system components to the analysis of 
entire group systems.  Throughout the semester, students learn and practice the skills necessary for 
effective group interactions.  They compare and contrast individual or interpersonal contexts with small 
group contexts and evaluate the ways in which working within a group differs from working individually.  
Groups are required to construct group contracts outlining group norms and rules, as well as consequences 
for breaking those rules.  During this process, students discuss individual behaviors and how those 
behaviors affect the system as a whole.  For example, if a group member is late to a meeting, the entire 
system is disrupted.  The late arriver interrupts the group’s process and may delay the group’s progress.  
Because all individual components work together for the human system to operate, students determine 
what kinds of individual behaviors are desired.  All group members sign the contract, demonstrating their 
commitment to the group and their understanding of how their individual behaviors affect the whole 
system in important ways.  
 
     In addition, students are asked to write about their own individual behaviors in the reflection paper.  
They are required to think about their role(s) in the group, group strengths and how they contributed to the 
group’s progress, as well as group weaknesses and how they will behave differently in future group 
encounters, based upon what they have learned from their experiences.  

 
Learning Objective 3: Evaluate how system-level thinking informs decision-making, public policy, 
and/or the sustainability of the system itself.  
 

Students in COMM 349 will evaluate how system-level thinking informs both decision-making and 
the sustainability of the system itself.  In their group projects, students are required to utilize the 
Procedural Model of Problem Solving (P-MOPS), which is a five-step framework that guides students 
through 1) identifying a problem, 2) constructing creative possible solutions, 3) critiquing alternatives, 4) 
choosing a viable solution, and 5) creating an implementation plan for the chosen solution.  The P-MOPS 
framework is designed to help students understand how to systematically make decisions in ways that 
reflect system-level thinking about choices, consequences, and potential outcomes.   

 
Students demonstrate system-level thinking at every step of the P-MOPS process.  First, they research 

and think systemically about the causes of local and global problems and come to understand the 
underlying complexities of most organizational and societal problems.  While creating and critiquing 
possible solutions to the problem, they evaluate the larger systems and environments surrounding the 
problem and are challenged to devise a solution that is feasible given internal and external restraints of the 
system in which they are operating.  Upon making a decision about a solution, students are required to 
employ the RISK technique in which they have to anticipate potential problems that might arise with their 
chosen solution and devise proactive ways in which those problems can be prevented or addressed.  
Finally, when devising an implementation plan, students must think systemically about the components 
necessary for their solution, including the time, personnel, and resources needed to implement their ideas 
and make those ideas sustainable, rather than short-term solutions.   

 
At each step, their decisions are informed by their thinking of the problem in its larger context, 

including multiple political, environmental, social, economic, and cultural systems—all of which are 
important to understanding and addressing the problem at hand.  Students are required to document their 
use of the P-MOPS framework in a written report outlining who and what informed their decisions related 
to their group projects.  
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3. In addition to meeting the posted learning outcomes, how does this course contribute 

uniquely to the Connections category (i.e., why should this course

 

 be in Colonnade)?  Discuss 
in detail.  

COMM 349: Small Group Communication makes a unique contribution to the Connections category 
as it emphasizes systems thinking on two levels.  First, it employs systems theory to understand, analyze, 
and evaluate small groups as human systems.  This is important because small groups are increasingly a 
part of organizational settings.  Despite career paths or job choices, most students will be asked and 
expected to work effectively in small groups of diverse members to accomplish multiple work tasks.  
Second, COMM 349 also challenges students to think of the larger systems in which they and others 
operate.  As they choose a local or global problem to analyze and address, students must also consider the 
dynamics and complexities of the cultural, political, social, economic, and other systems in which the 
problem and their potential solution exist.  Together, students learn to think about systems in their 
entirety, as well as subsystems and individual components as they strive to devise solutions for local and 
global problems of interest.   

 
COMM 349 also offers uniqueness in its delivery, as it is taught both face-to-face and online, giving 

students more flexibility in completing their general education requirements.  The face-to-face course 
emphasizes a local service learning component, specifically the $100 Solution projects guided by the 
ALIVE Center.  Students engage in a semester-long project in which they research a community problem, 
identify local nonprofit partners, devise a solution to improve the problem, and ultimately implements 
their solution with only $100.  The $100 Solution projects epitomize the Connections category goals of 
examining local issues and applying “system-level approaches to the stewardship of our social and 
physical environments.”  Students are truly connected to the local community in ways that make them 
more aware of their social responsibilities to others, their communities, and the world.   

 
The online course also emphasizes systemic thinking towards identifying and addressing problems.  

However, it relies on computer mediated communication, and thus gives students an opportunity to work 
in virtual groups.  Students have the unique experience of working with group members using both 
synchronous and asynchronous technology, which are both important as global organizations are 
increasingly assembling work teams in virtual environments that cross traditional organizational and 
cultural borders.  
 

4. Please identify any prerequisites for this course.  NOTE: Any prerequisites MUST be 
Colonnade Foundations or Explorations courses. 

Prerequisite: COMM 145: Fundamentals of Public Speaking and Communication. (This is a 
Foundations course).   

5. Syllabus statement of learning outcomes for the course. NOTE: In multi-section courses, the 
same statement of learning outcomes must appear on every section’s syllabus. 

Upon completion of this course, students should be able to: 

• Analyze how systems evolve 
 

• Compare the study of individual components to the analysis of entire systems.   
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• Evaluate how system-level thinking informs decision-making, public policy, and/or the 
sustainability of the system itself. 

• Explain the importance of groups socially and functionally in society in general and in 
organizations in particular. 

• Identify the components of systems theory as applied to the small group communication 
context. 

• Recognize the communication principles that are essential for properly functioning small 
group systems. 

• Describe the processes involving in the formation of a group. 

• Analyze a problem as a group, by defining the problem, describing the various causes and 
components of the problem, establish criteria for a possible solution, generate numerous 
possible solutions, evaluate the possible solutions, choose and defend a solution that meets the 
criteria, assess the possible obstacles to implementing the chosen solution, and describe the 
implementation plan for the chosen solution. 

• Analyze possible conflicts, recognize the conflict styles involved, and describe an appropriate 
method for resolving specific conflicts. 

• Function as a leader of a small group, recognizing the various leader roles taken by different 
members of the group system at different times, and choose the appropriate leadership style 
required by specific group circumstances. 

 

6. Give a brief description of how the department will assess the course beyond student grades 
for these learning objectives.  

For COMM 349, assessment will occur on three levels.  First, exams will include a set of  
standardized, objective, multiple choice questions to assess the concepts related to system evolution 
(Learning Objective 1) and analysis of individual components/entire systems (Learning Objective 2).  
Approximately 25% of the tests from each class will be randomly collected at the end of the semester and 
reviewed by the COMM 349 faculty for students’ understanding of these concepts.  The following 
criterion will be used to assess student learning outcomes the respective concepts: 

 
Excellent = at least 70% of students answer 90% of the selected questions correctly 

Satisfactory = at least 70% of students answer 70% of the selected questions correctly     

Unsatisfactory = less than 70% of students answer 70% of the selected question correctly 

Learning Objective 2 will also be assessed subjectively.  Approximately 25% of the  
reflection papers from each class will be randomly collected at the end of each semester and reviewed by 
the COMM 349 faculty after the end of the school year.  Raters will use a rubric, devised by COMM 349 
faculty, to evaluate students’ understanding of their individual behaviors as related to the group as a 
system.   
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     The rubric will be constructed such that scores will reflect the following:  90-100% = Excellent, 80-
90% = Good, 70-80% = Satisfactory, 60-70% = Poor, less than 60% = Fail. The goals will be as follows:  

70% of students will score at the satisfactory level or better. 
50% of students will score at the good level or better. 

     Finally, the evaluation of how system-level thinking informs decision making (Learning Objective 3) 
will be evaluated by reviewing the students’ written reports documenting the group projects.  Two reports 
(approximately 20%) from each class will be randomly selected and reviewed by the COMM 349 faculty.  
Raters will use a rubric, devised by COMM 349 faculty, to assess students’ use of the Procedural Model 
of Problem Solving, particularly their understanding of the larger system affecting the problem they chose 
to address, as well as how likely their proposed solution is/would be successful given system 
characteristics.  The rubric will be constructed such that scores will reflect the following:  90-100% = 
Excellent, 80-90% = Good, 70-80% = Satisfactory, 60-70% = Poor, less than 60% = Fail. The goals will 
be as follows:  

70% of students will score at the satisfactory level or better. 
50% of students will score at the good level or better. 

     Following assessment each semester, the COMM 349 faculty to meet to discuss any necessary changes 
to class instruction, discussions, and/or assignments should the above assessment goals go unmet. 
  
 

7. Please discuss how this course will provide a summative learning experience for students in 
the development of skills in argumentation and use of evidence.   

 
One of the primary steps in the problem solving framework that student groups employ for the group  

project is critical thinking. This builds on the group problem-solving skills students are introduced to in 
COMM 145, which is part of the Foundations category in the Colonnade. Though students are not 
required to take COMM 145, many students who take COMM 349 will likely have taken COMM 145 
allowing students to expand on that experience. In COMM 349, students are taught how to use and 
evaluate evidence, to differentiate between fact and opinion, to identify credible sources, and to maintain 
constructive skepticism to avoid the pitfall of groupthink. Students learn to construct evidence-based 
logical arguments for why particular alternatives are and are not suitable to pursue in addressing the 
project problem at hand. When presenting their projects at the end of the semester, groups must construct 
an evidence-based argument for how they analyzed an organizational or social problem and why it is 
important to address, as well as provide support for the alternative(s) they chose.  

 

8. How many sections of this course will your department offer each semester? 

The Department of Communication currently offers 1-2 sections per semester, as well as an  
online summer course.  However, offerings could increase to 2-3 sections per fall/spring semester if 
needed based on demand. 

 

9. Please attach sample syllabus for the course.  PLEASE BE SURE THE PROPOSAL FORM 
AND THE SYLLABUS ARE IN THE SAME DOCUMENT. 

See the following pages. 
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COMM 349: Small Group Communication 
Semester/Year 

       
INSTRUCTOR    
Office:       Phone:      
E-Mail:      Office Hours:  
 
 
Course Description 

 “Whereas individual achievement was once the hallmark of personal success, we now live in an era in 
which success often depends on your ability to work in groups.”  (Engleberg & Wynn, 2007)  

Small group communication is generally defined as the interaction of three or more people working together to 
achieve a common goal.  The purpose of a group decision making course is to study the group process including 
group dynamics, interaction, and communication in small group situations.  This course focuses on secondary 
groups such as committees, task forces, quality circles, work groups, activity groups, boards, and teams.  
Specifically, this course provides both information and application of group decision making theories and 
processes.  Students will have the opportunity to learn and practice a variety of skills including research, 
organization, creative thinking, critical thinking, leadership, problem solving/decision making, analysis of group 
processes, evidence-based argumentation and conflict management.   

Course readings, lectures, discussions, and assignments are designed to enhance students’ overall competency 
when participating in small group and team communication.  Students will engage in a number of group activities 
including a service learning project involving a local nonprofit organization.  The knowledge gained about groups 
and multiple group experiences is intended to help students become both more comfortable and more competent 
participants in a variety of small group contexts. 

 
Course Objectives 

Upon completion of this course, students should be able to: 
• Analyze how systems evolve 

 
• Compare the study of individual components to the analysis of entire systems.   

 
• Evaluate how system-level thinking informs decision-making, public policy, and/or the 

sustainability of the system itself. 

• Explain the importance of groups socially and functionally in society in general and in 
organizations in particular. 

• Identify the components of systems theory as applied to the small group communication 
context. 

• Recognize the communication principles that are essential for properly functioning small 
group systems. 

• Describe the processes involving in the formation of a group. 

• Analyze a problem as a group, by defining the problem, describing the various causes and 
components of the problem, establish criteria for a possible solution, generate numerous 
possible solutions, evaluate the possible solutions, choose and defend a solution that meets the 
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criteria, assess the possible obstacles to implementing the chosen solution, and describe the 
implementation plan for the chosen solution. 

• Analyze possible conflicts, recognize the conflict styles involved, and describe an appropriate 
method for resolving specific conflicts. 

• Function as a leader of a small group, recognizing the various leader roles taken by different 
members of the group system at different times, and choose the appropriate leadership style 
required by specific group circumstances. 

 
 
Required Course Materials 

• Textbook: 
Adams, K., & Galanes, G. J. (2012). Communicating in groups: Applications and skills (8th 
ed.). New York: McGraw-Hill.  (ISBN-0073534277)  

        
     Also available as an eTextbook  (ISBN-1121482422 available from  
     http://create.mcgraw-hill.com/shop ) 
  
• An active email account registered on TopNet and accessed through Blackboard 

 
• Additional requirements will be posted for the when the course is delivered online 

 

POLICIES AND EXPECTATIONS 

Attendance (face-to-face course only) 

Attendance and participation are necessary to accomplish course goals.  You are expected to attend every class 
and to be on time.  Attendance is defined as being in class within 5 minutes of the start of class through the 
completion of the class session.  If you cannot attend the class regularly, you should withdraw and re-enroll 
when conditions for learning are more favorable.  Like an organization you have vacation, personal, and sick days. 

 Vacation days:  The University builds in your vacation and holidays for you (Labor Day, Fall Break, 
Thanksgiving, Spring Break).     

 Personal days:  You are allowed two unexcused, personal days.  You cannot make up exams or work 
missed for unexcused absences—you simply receive a zero.  Your final semester grade will be reduced 
2 percentage points for each unexcused absence over two.  For example, if your final grade was a 92, 
and you had 4 unexcused absences, your final grade would be reduced to an 88.  Therefore, attendance is 
important! 

 Sick days:  These are official excused absences.  An excused absence is defined as: 1) Illness of the 
student or serious illness of a member of the student’s immediate family, 2) The death of a member of the 
student’s immediate family, 3) Trips for members of student organizations sponsored by an academic unit, 
trips for University classes, and trips for participation in intercollegiate athletic events, and 4) Major religious 
holidays.   

 
For any absence to be excused, students must complete an Excused Absence Request Form (see Blackboard) 
for my review and decision.  This form must accompany official written documentation for the absence.  For 
university-sponsored absences, this notification is to be given prior to the absence; for other excused absences, 
this documentation must be presented at the next class meeting.  Failure to provide prior notification and/or written 
documentation will automatically result in an unexcused absence.   
 

http://create.mcgraw-/�


COMM 349 Small Group Communication  Page 8 
 

Arrangements for due dates and make-up work/exams will be made as necessary.  Students are responsible for 
getting any missed notes, handouts, or other information from a classmate. 

 
Note:  Coming to class late and leaving class early will also be counted as absences and are subject to the 
designation of excused or unexcused as outlined above.   
 
In the event that the University cancels classes, such as for severe weather, you are expected to continue with 
readings as originally scheduled.  Any assignments scheduled during those missed classes, such as an exam or 
paper, are due at the next class meeting unless you receive other instructions. 
 

If you have absences in excess of one-fifth of the class contact hours, you need to withdraw from the class or you 
will be assigned a failing grade for the course. 

 

Group Participation                                                                                                                                        

In order for you to get the most out of your group experience and for you to be a contributing group member, you 
must attend and participate in all group meetings and activities, both in and out of class.  If a student misses 30% 
or more of his/her team’s meetings, he/she will be “fired” from the group and will receive a failing grade for 
the course.  To avoid any misunderstandings about meetings, students must provide their group members with 
multiple ways in which they can be reached (e.g., email, voice mail, phone).  If a member must miss a meeting, that 
member should inform other members of the group, provide a reason for his/her absence, and provide any 
materials for which the member is responsible for that meeting. 
 
 

Class Environment  

In order to build an open, professional working atmosphere,  everyone should follow certain ground rules.  These 
rules of civility include but are not limited to: 

1.  Displaying respect for all members of the classroom community, both your instructor and fellow 
students. 

2.  Paying attention to and participating in lectures, group activities, presentations, and other classroom 
exercises. 

3.  Avoiding unnecessary disruptions during class such as ringing cell phones (turn them off before class), 
text messaging, having private conversations, reading newspapers, and doing work for other classes. 

4.  Avoiding racist, sexist, homophobic, or other negative language that may unnecessarily exclude 
members of our campus and classroom community. 

 
Cell Phones and Other Electronics (face-to-face course only)   

The standard departmental policy regarding cell phones is as follows:   

Cell phones shall not be used for any purpose during class time.  Any student with a cell phone in hand or on his or 
her desk during class time will be asked to leave class and will be counted absent for that day.  This policy applies 
during student presentations as well as during lecture and discussion.  Any student using a cell phone during an 
exam will receive a zero on that exam and may be subject to other university discipline. 

Use of laptop computers will be allowed in class only with prior permission.  Please make an appointment outside 
of class to discuss your request.  It is my expectation that students wishing to use a laptop will sit in the front of the 
class and will never use the laptop for purposes other than taking notes during class time.  In-class laptop activity is 
always subject for review without notification.  Students abusing this privilege will not be allowed to use a laptop.   

 

Academic Integrity 

Western Kentucky University maintains a “zero tolerance” policy on plagiarism and other forms of academic 
dishonesty.  As a student at Western Kentucky University, you are expected to demonstrate academic integrity, as 
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outlined in the University Statement on Student Rights and Responsibilities (WKU Catalog, 260) in all coursework.  
Violations of this code of conduct include but are not limited to cheating (by giving or receiving unauthorized 
information before or during an exam or assignment), dishonesty (including misrepresentation and/or lying), and 
plagiarism.   

Plagiarism consists of presenting work that is not your own without proper acknowledgment of its origin.  This 
includes quoting or paraphrasing material (orally or written), copying from a book, and pasting text from web pages 
without proper citation.  It also includes using an Internet source to obtain a full paper or part of a paper.  Student 
work may be checked using plagiarism detection software. 

In short, YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE for telling your audience or reader whether you are: 

1. directly quoting from a source 

2. paraphrasing closely from a source, which means using significant portions of another source’s sentences 
or language 

3. using the ideas advanced by a different source 

In addition to plagiarism, other forms of academic dishonesty include falsified medical excuses, presenting another 
student’s work as your own, sharing exam information or taking an exam from the classroom.  All exams remain the 
property of the professor. 

 
Penalty for Academic Dishonesty 

Western Kentucky University and the Department of Communication are committed to the highest standards of 
ethical conduct and academic excellence.  Any student found guilty of plagiarism, fabrication, cheating on an exam, 
or purchasing papers, speeches, or other assignments will immediately receive a failing grade on the assignment 
and in the course, and will be reported for disciplinary action.  As you can see, these are extreme measures for 
academic offenses that we believe are serious.  If you have any questions, please contact me well in advance of 
the due date for your assignment.  
 
Student Disability Services  

In compliance with university policy, students with disabilities who require academic and/or auxiliary 
accommodations for this course must contact the Office for Student Disability Services in Downing University 
Center, A-200.  The phone number is 270-745-5004.  If you have a special need that may require an 
accommodation or assistance, please inform the instructor as soon as possible and no later than the end of the 
second class meeting. 
 
Please DO NOT request accommodations directly from the professor or instructor without a letter of 
accommodation from the Office for Student Disability Services. 
 

COURSE ACTIVITIES AND EVALUATION 

Course requirements include a combination of assignments to be completed as an individual and as a group.  Of 
the 1000 points available during the semester, one-half will be earned through individual work, and one-half will be 
earned through group work.     
 
Individual assignments will include the following (variations may occur depending on face-to-face delivery or 
online delivery of the course): 
 
Chapter Quizzes  
Exams   
Group Project Reflection  
Individual Homework Assignments 
Class Participation or Online Meeting Participation 
 
Group assignments will include the following (variations may occur depending on face-to-face delivery or online 
delivery of the course): 
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Teambuilding Activity or Group Research Bibliography 
Group Contract 
Meeting Agendas/Minutes 
Written Project Report 
Group Presentation 
Peer Evaluations   

Grade Distribution (in Points Earned) 

A = 900-1000  D = 600-699 

B = 800-899  F = below 599 

C = 700-799 

 
A FEW NOTES ABOUT GRADES:   
 

• Grades are reflections of the merit of a student’s performance.  Work that meets the minimum requirements 
of the assignment will earn an average grade of “C.”  To receive a higher grade, you must exceed the 
minimum requirements by demonstrating creativity and understanding of the material that goes above and 
beyond the norm. 

  
• Final grades will be distributed according to the point scale listed above.  Do not expect final grades to be 

curved, and do not ask to be awarded those couple of extra points needed to reach the next letter grade.  
Remember throughout the semester that every point counts!   

 
• It is your responsibility to keep up with your point totals.  If at any time you have a question about a grade, it 

should be addressed within one week of receiving the grade.  Grades will not be reassessed or changed 
after that time period.  In other words, do not wait until the end of the semester to look at or question the 
points you have earned.   

 
• Grades will not be provided to students via e-mail. 

 

STUDENT ACADEMIC ASSISTANCE 

Below are some resources you may wish to take advantage of should you require academic assistance:   

 WKU Writing Center - Trained writing instructors will assist you in the writing process.  The Center takes 
appointments (745-5719) and drop-ins.   

 The Learning Center (DSU A330) provides free supplemental education programs for all currently enrolled 
WKU students.  TLC at DSU offers certified, one-on-one tutoring in over 200 subjects by appointment or 
walk in.  Online tutoring is offered to distance learners. TLC is also a quiet study area, with side rooms 
designated for peer to peer tutoring, and offers a thirty-two machine Dell computer lab to complete 
academic coursework. Additionally, TLC has three satellite locations. Each satellite is a quiet study center 
and is equipped with a small computer lab. These satellites are located in Douglas Keen Hall, McCormack 
Hall, and Pearce Ford Tower. For more information, or to schedule a tutoring appointment, please call TLC 
at (270) 745-6254. www.wku.edu/tlc  

 Purdue Online Writing Lab – Online assistance with APA formatting and other writing/grammar.  Located 
online at http://owl.english.purdue.edu 

NOTE:  The procedures and schedule in this course are subject to change as needed.   

http://www.wku.edu/tlc�
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