
PEER-LED TEAM LEARNING 
LEADER TRAINING 

 
STAGES OF GROUP DYNAMICS:  

IMPLICATIONS FOR PLTL 
 

LINDA DIXON 
 
 

Peer leader training is a key component of the PLTL Model. Training covers a variety of topics and 
activities, all of which are designed to prepare peer leaders for their responsibilities as facilitators of 
peer collaborative learning groups. Peer-led team learning is effective because it: 

 provides academic tasks that help to focus group efforts; 
 provides peer support in learning content material; 
 helps develop social support networks that provide additional resources for learning; 
 provides a non-threatening environment with peer support; 
 encourages all students to be active participants and contributors to the task. 

Group Development 

The character of workshop groups should be expected to change over the duration of the term, 
depending on the group dynamics and what the group is able to accomplish. If peer leaders are aware 
of this natural cycle over time, they will be able to establish and maintain a healthy working 
environment within their group. 

As group members work together they progress through a series of predictable developmental stages. 
The group must reach general understanding of interpersonal relationships and group goals before 
moving on to the next stage. If the group does not reach consensus, then it may regress to a previous 
stage. 

Bruce Tuckman (1965) provides a theoretical framework for looking at how groups can change with 
time in the process of group development. His model presents an easy and efficient way to 
remember the stages which he defines as Forming, Storming, Norming, and Performing. Each stage 
involves both task functions and interpersonal relation issues. 

Forming  Group members must orient themselves to each other and must determine what tasks are 
to be accomplished by agreeing why they are there, what their goals are, and how they’re going to 
accomplish those goals. 

Storming  Interpersonal conflicts arise because of differing feelings about agenda, leadership, and 
authority. Conflicts must be resolved so that the group can function smoothly and move on to the 
next stage. The task functions for the group are to become organized and structured by agreeing on 
individual roles, and rules, and rewards. 

Peer-Led Team Learning – Leader Training: Stages of Group Dynamics. Linda Dixon – 2012, www.pltlis.org 
 



Norming  In the third stage, group members resolve their differences and begin feeling and working 
cohesively, leading to feelings of relief and playfulness which lend themselves toward the sharing of 
information and ideas, the task function in this stage. However, this camaraderie can stall the group 
and prevent it from moving to the next stage. 

Performing  The fourth stage sees the group members moving from a happy circle into 
interdependence, where they can function singly, or in subgroups, or as a full group. The task 
function of the group is problem-solving, and the group is highly productive at this point. 

Group dynamics, then, is the way a group progresses through the stages from getting organized to 
being productive. Groups often tend to concentrate on task functions without addressing 
interpersonal relations, but both issues need to be dealt with for efficient and healthy functioning. 

A similar theory to Tuckman’s is “Cog’s Ladder,” a summary of which is included here (see Table I). 
Boatman’s (2000) summary of group development theories suggested over the last 60 years provides 
an overview of terms used to describe group processes (see Table II). 

Table I. COG’S LADDER 
The ladder is arranged with the beginning step at the bottom: 

HIGH ESPRIT 
 Intense loyalty/common interest 
 High group morale 
 Disagreement is appropriate and offered with respect 

CONSTRUCTIVE 
 Active listening 
 Individual agendas given up for the group’s agenda 
 High creativity 
 Group cooperation 

BID FOR POWER 
 Energy very high in this stage 
 Conflict and possible combativeness may occur 
 Cliques and individuals wield power and control 

WHY WE’RE HERE 
 Goals and objectives are questioned and ultimately 
established 

 Individuals try to assess where they “fit in” 
 Social cliques/subgroups may form 

POLITE STAGE 
 Getting acquainted 
 Polite conversation 
 Need for group approval is strong 
 Conflict usually absent 
 Judgments take place 

Adapted from Charrier, G. O. (1974). Cog’s Ladder: A Model of 
Group Development 

 

Knowing these stages helps peer leaders assess how their groups function and behave, suggesting 
methods for maximizing group performance. 

Peer-Led Team Learning – Leader Training: Stages of Group Dynamics. Linda Dixon – 2012, www.pltlis.org 
 



Table II. Summary of Group Development Theories and Models (Boatman, 2000)
 Phase I Phase II Phase III Phase IV 
Bales Orientation Evaluation Control Control 

Thelen & 
Dickerman 

Individual-
Centered 

Frustration, 
Conflict 

Group 
Harmony 

Self-assessment, 
flexibility of 
process, 
productivity 

Bennis & Shepard Dependence Counter-
dependence 

Resolution Interdependence 

Tuckman Forming Storming Norming Performing 

Jones Dependency Conflict Cohesion Interdependence 

Charrier (see 
Table I) 

Polite/Why 
We’re Here 

Bid for 
Power 

Constructive Esprit 

Francis & Young Testing Infighting Getting 
Organized 

Mature Closeness 

Cherry Formative Confrontive Constructive Reassessment 

 
 
Group Behaviors 

How individual members behave towards each other affects the group’s behavior and its functioning. 
When group members speak, they might be 1) working toward accomplishing the group’s tasks, 2) 
“fixing” relationships among group members, or 3) tending to their own desires without regard to 
the needs of the entire group and its tasks. The Leader Shape Institute, a college program for student 
leader development, identifies these three behaviors as Task-Oriented Behaviors, Maintenance-
Oriented Behaviors, and Self-Oriented Behaviors. 

Task-Oriented Behaviors are those that keep participants on task so that they can accomplish their 
goals. Behaviors that foster accomplishing tasks include: Initiating task-related activities: proposing ideas 
or procedures; otherwise, no one would speak at all or side conversations would begin. Example: 
“Let’s move on to the next step.” 

Seeking or giving opinions or information: promoting the clear and efficient flow of information; 
assures that decisions are made based on complete information and benefits everyone, not just the 
one who wants the information. Example: “We could take a look at this in our text.” 

Clarifying or elaborating: listening and collaborating so that important information isnot lost; 
helps illuminate or build upon others’ ideas or suggestions, e.g., “What if we added this step to the 
process?” 

Summarizing:  pulling the discussion together so that everyone can assess progress, e.g., “So 
first we’ll do this part and then we’ll do that, right?”Consensus testing: urges participants toward a 
decision and adds positive tension, e.g., “Can we vote on this now?” 
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Maintenance-Oriented Behaviors are those which assure that the group maintains agood working 
relationship and continues toward its goals. They include: 

Gatekeeping: keeping communication open by bringing quiet members into the discussion and 
asking talkative members to give others a chance, e.g., “Let’s give Marie a chance to finish her 
thought.” 

Encouraging:  making sure that relevant and necessary information is shared;  this behavior is 
warm and responsive, e. g., “Before we make any decisions, Pete,  could you tell us what you think 
about that?” 

Harmonizing/Compromising: Smoothing over issues (harmonizing) or having everyone give in a 
little bit (compromising); these can be negative behaviors because their overuse can mask important 
issues and reduce group effectiveness. However, harmonizing relieves tensions and recognizes 
differences while compromising admits errors and modifies a position, e.g., “Let’s reconsider 
Michelle’s suggestion.” 

Self-Oriented Behaviors most often occur when the group is first forming, when participants are on 
a tight schedule, or when the task at hand is especially difficult; they create stress within the group. 
Such responses are detrimental to group dynamics: 

Aggression: trying to raise status by criticizing or blaming, by showing hostility, or by deflating 
the ego or status of others in the group, e.g., “Aww, come on! You can do better than that!” 

Blocking:  interfering with the group’s progress by going off on a tangent, bringing up topics 
unrelated to the problem, arguing too much on one point, or rejecting ideas without consideration, 
e.g., “Did anyone see the game last night?” 

Seeking sympathy: playing the martyr, trying to get sympathy and support, e.g., “I just can’t 
seem to do anything right for you guys.” 

Manipulating: introducing or supporting ideas that promote individual interests rather than 
the interests of the group, e. g., “Let’s let Richard do it. I’ll bet he’s good at it.” 

Seeking attention: calling attention to oneself through loud or extreme behaviors; disrupting 
the group’s progress, e.g., “Hey, Terry! Come on over and say hi!” 

Withdrawing: remaining passive, daydreaming, attending to anything but the work in progress. 

Competing: trying to rival others in an effort to look more helpful in order to gain favor from 
group leaders, e.g., “Oh, I can handle any problem….!”  

Task- and maintenance-oriented behaviors can be productive and necessary for creating a cohesive 
group, but self-oriented behaviors are disruptive and impede group progress. Peer leaders should be 
trained to reinforce, recognize, and model the first two behaviors which are necessary to ensure that 
the group stays on task and functions effectively. The third type should be avoided and discouraged. 

As facilitators of groups, peer leaders need to know how to pull aside a student exhibiting self-
oriented behavior and be specific in identifying the behavior, allowing time to respond. In many 
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cases, leaders will find that this behavior is either an attempt to cover a lack of confidence in ability, 
or a feeling of being beyond the group in ability. Leaders should help students to identify positive 
behaviors, guided by the accomplishing and maintaining behaviors discussed above, benefiting both 
students and the groups to function well. 

Linda Dixon 
Assistant Dean of Students 

 Learning Assistance Center 
Miami University, Ohio 
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