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Norms put the ‘Golden Rule’
into practice for groups

By Joan Richardson

illian always arrives late and thinks noth-honest discussions that enable everyone to partici-
ing of chatting with her seatmate whilepate and be heard, she said.
someone else is trying to make a point.
Arthur routinely reads a newspaper durWHO NEEDS NORMS?
ing each meeting. Barbara can’t wait until  Any group that meets regularly or that is try-
each meeting ends so she can head to the parkimgto “do business” needs to identify its existing
lot to tell someone what she could have said durerms or develop new norms. In school districts,
ing the meeting. that would include department groups, grade level
Later, most of them grumble that “these meeteams, interdisciplinary teams, content area teams,
ings are just a waste of my time. We never get ansehool improvement teams, action teams, curricu-
thing accomplished.” lum committees, leadership teams, advisory com-
Having a set of norms—or ground rules—thanittees, and special project groups.
a group follows encourages behaviors that will help  Although a group can pause and set norms at
a group do its work and discourages behaviors thaty time, Blumsack and Roy agree that it's ideal
interfere with a group’s effectiveness. to set norms at the beginning of a group’s work
Think of norms as “a behavior contract,” saidogether.
Kathryn Blumsack, an educational consultant from “If you don’t set norms at the beginning, when
Maryland who specializes in team developmentthe behaviors become ineffective you have a harder
Norms are the unwritten rules for how we adime pulling behavior back to where it should be,”
and what we do. They are the rules that goveRoy said.
I[Nl  how we interact with each other, how we conduct Because every group has unspoken norms for
: business, how we make decisions, how we corbehavior, groups need to work at being explicit
SULERUCRIEEENL o nicate, even how we dress when we get togetheibout what they expect from each other. “Get those
LR Eule]  Norms are part of the culture. They exist whethersssumptions out on the table,” Blumsack said.
or not you acknowledge them. They exist whether
through school rYE, you formalize them,” Blumsack said. CREATING NORMS
Pat Roy, director of the Delaware Professional Some groups would prefer to have a set of
Development Center, said identifying a set of nornmorms handed to them. But Roy and Blumsack both
is an effective way to democratize a group. Writsaid groups will feel more ownership of the norms
ing norms helps create groups that are able to have Continued on Page 2
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Norms put ‘Golden Rule’ into practice

Continued from Page One modify the norm to fit its unique personal-how you’ll deal with them,” Roy said.

if they identify and write their own. ity. Their new norm was: “If you need to Blumsack agrees. “If you don't call
“If they don't do this, 10 minutes af- make a comment, do so but return quicklgttention to the fact that a norm has been

ter you've handed them a list, they’ll be-to the main conversation.” violated, in effect you're creating a sec-

gin violating the norms because they aren’t ond set of norms. For example, acommon

their norms,” Roy said. PUBLICIZING THE NORMS norm is expecting everyone to be on time.

There are two distinct ways to write  Simply writing horms does not guar-If you don’t point out when someone vio-
norms. The first is by observing and writ-antee that the group will remember anthtes that norm, then, in effect, you're say-
ing down the norms that already are in useespect them. Groups need to continuallyg that it's really not important to be on

That's how the NSDC Board of Trust-remind themselves about the norm#ime,” Blumsack said.
ees established the set of norms it has usemby’'ve identified. After a group identifies its norms, they
for about eight years. The NSDC board At a minimum, the norms should besuggest asking how they would like to be
meets for two days twice a year, each timgosted in the group’s meeting room, Royotified that they have violated a norm.
with a lengthy agenda of material thasaid. “Post them and celebrate them,” she Roy recommends finding light, hu-
must be addressed. said. morous ways to point out violations. One

The norms (which are published on  Blumsack recommends creatinggroup she worked with kept a basket of
Page 5) grew out of a board discussiotented name cards for each group menfilam rubber balls in the middle of the
about how it operated and how it wantetber. On the side facing out, write the grougable. Violation of a norm meant being
to operate. Pat Roy, who was then a boardember’s name; on the side facing thpelted with foam rubber balls. Other
member, was tapped to observe the boardisember, print the group’s norms. groups have used small colored cards,
implicit norms during one meeting and  The NSDC board receives a list of itflags, or hankies that could be waved when
draft a set of norms. “Essentially, | wrotenorms along with materials for each of ita violation was noted.
down what | saw in operation,” Roy said.twice-a-year board meetings. Then, atthe Having all group members take re-

Roy'’s first draft was edited and re-beginning of each meeting, the presidersponsibility for enforcing the norm is key,
fined by staff and other board membergeintroduces the norms to reacquaint boaBlumsack said. Enforcing the norms should
That set of initial norms has been largelynembers with them. Since new boaraot be just the job of the group’s leader.
unchanged over the years. members join each year, this also helps to

The second way is to have groumcculturate newcomers with the board’€VALUATING THE NORMS
members suggest ideal behaviors fogxpectations. Finally, each group needs to periodi-
groups, eventually refining those sug- Sometimes, the board uses activitiesally evaluate its adherence to the norms.
gested behaviors into a set of nor(@ee to aid in that. During one meeting, forA group that meets once or twice a year
the tool on Page 3.) example, each board member was askedght evaluate each time they meet; a

Blumsack cautions that norms musto illustrate one norm and the others triegroup that meets weekly might evaluate
fit the group. Not every group would feelto identify the norms based on those illussnce a month or so.
comfortable with the same set of rulestrations. Those illustrations were then  Blumsack recommends giving each
which is why each group must create ittaped to the meeting room’s walls as vigroup member an opportunity to speak
own rules, she said. sual reminders to be vigilant about th@bout what he or she has observed or take

For example, she recently worked witmorms. Another time, board membergach statement and ask group members
a group that was “very chatty, very extrowere asked to write down as many boarthow well did we do on this norm?”
verted.” Initially, the group wanted a normnorms as they could recall from memory. Each member should be encouraged
that banned side conversations. Two days to identify the group’s areas of strength
into their work, the group was frustratecENFORCING THE NORMS as well as its areas of weakness, but not to
because Blumsack, as the facilitator, kept Perhaps the toughest part of livingsingle out violators.
trying to enforce the norm against side corwith norms is having the norms enforced.  “The more ‘up front’ you are about
versations. Finally, the group agreed to  “The reality is that every group will how the group is doing, the easier it will

violate every norm at one time or anotheibe to communicate about the other issues

August/September 1999 So you have to talk about violations angou're dealing with,” Blumsack said.
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COMMENTS TO THE FACILITATOR: This activity will enable a group to develop a set of
operating norms or ground rules. In existing groups, anonymity will help ensure that ev-
eryone is able to express their ideas freely. That is the reason for suggesting that the facili-
tator provide pens or pencils and ask that everyone use the same type of writing implement.

SUPPLIES: Index cards, pens/pencils, poster paper, display board, tape, tacks.
TIME: Two hours. Writing norms helps

Directions
create groups that are
1. Indicate to the group that effective groups generally have a set of norms that
governs individual behavior, facilitates the work of the group, and enables the
group to accomplish its task. able to have honest

2. Provide examples of norms by posting the list of norms that appears on Page 5 of
this issue offools for Schools discussions that enable

3. Recommend to the group that it establish a set of norms:
B To ensure that all individuals have the opportunity to contribute in the meeting;
B To increase productivity and effectiveness; and
B To facilitate the achievement of its goals.

everyone to participate

4. Give five index cards and the same kind of writing tool to each person in the group.and be heard.

5. Ask each person to reflect on and record behaviors they consider ideal behaviors
for a group. Ask them to write one idea on each of their cards. Time: 10 minutes.

6. The facilitator should shuffle all the cards together. Every effort should be made to
provide anonymity for individuals, especially if the group has worked together before.

7. Turn cards face up and read each card aloud. Allow time for the group members
to discuss each idea. Tape or tack each card to a display board so that all group
members can see it. As each subsequent card is read aloud, ask the group to deter-
mine if it is similar to another idea that already has been expressed. Cards with
similar ideas should be grouped together.

8. When all of the cards have been sorted into groups, ask the group to write the
norm suggested by that group of cards. Have one group member record these new
norms onto a large sheet of paper.

9. Review the proposed norms with the group. Determine whether the group can
support the norms before the group adopts them.

Source: Adapted fromTools for change workshopby Robby Champion. Oxford,

Ohio: National Staff Development Council, 1993. August/September 1999
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WHEN ESTABLISHING NORMS, CONSIDER: PROPOSED NORM

TIME

° When do we meet?

e  Will we set a beginning and ending time?
° Will we start and end on time?

LISTENING

° How will we encourage listening?
° How will we discourage interrupting?

CONFIDENTIALITY

e  Will the meetings be open?
e  Will what we say in the meeting be held in confidence?
e What can be said after the meeting?

DECISION MAKING

° How will we make decisions?

e Are we an advisory or a decision-making body?
e  Will we reach decisions by consensus?

° How will we deal with conflicts?
PARTICIPATION

° How will we encourage everyone’s participation?
e Will we have an attendance policy?

EXPECTATIONS

e  What do we expect from members?
e Are there requirements for participation?

Source: Keys to successful meetindsy Stephanie Hirsh, Ann Delehant, and Sherry Sparks. Oxford,
August/September 1999 Ohio: National Staff Development Council, 1994.
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Norms of the NSDC
Board of Trustees and Staft

WE WILL WORK TOGETHER as a community that values
consensus rather than majority rule.

WE WILL BE FULLY “PRESENT” at the meeting by becoming
familiar with materials before we arrive and by being attentive tc
behaviors which affect physical and mental engagement.

WE WILL INVITE AND WELCOME the contributions of every
member and listen to each other.

WE WILL BE INVOLVED to our individual level of comfort. Each
of us is responsible for airing disagreements during the meeting
rather than carrying those disagreements outside the board
meeting.

WE WILL OPERATE in a collegial and friendly atmosphere.

WE WILL USE HUMOR as appropriate to help us work better
together.

WE WILL KEEP CONFIDENTIAL our discussions, comments,
and deliberations.

WE WILL BE RESPONSIBLE for examining all points of vie
before a consensus is accepted.

WE WILL BE GUIDED BY the NSDC mission statement which
focuses on organization and professional development which
enhances success for all students.

August/September 1999
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Norms
for meetings

Start on time.

Develop and review the agenda.

Conduct one piece of business at a time.
Participation is a right...and a responsibility.
Initiate ideas.

Support...challenge...counter. Differences
resolved constructively lead to creative
problem solving.

Give others a chance to talk. Silence does not
always mean agreement.

Communicate authentically; what a person
says should reflect what he thinks as well as
what he feels.

Conduct group business in front of the group.
Conduct personal business outside of the
meeting.

Develop conditions of respect, acceptance,
trust, and caring.

Develop alternative approaches to the solution
of a problem.

Test for readiness to make decisions.

Make the decision.

Assign follow-up actions and responsibilities.
Summarize what has been accomplished.
End on time.

Source:Building systems for professional growth: An

action guide by the Regional Laboratory for Educational
Improvement of the Northeast and Islands, 1989. Reprinted
from Keys to successful meetingy Stephanie Hirsh, Ann
Delehant, and Sherry Sparks. Oxford, Ohio: National Staff
Development Council, 1994.

August/September 1999
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Norms within which
we agree to work

WE WILL:

Expect a leadership team member to make a
commitment for one year.

Meet only when there is a meaningful agenda.
Start and end on time.

Dress comfortably.

Have refreshments.

Have a different facilitator and recorder for
each meeting.

Keep meetings open.

Differentiate between brainstorming and
discussion.

Only address schoolwide issues.

Express disagreement with ideas, not
individuals.

Feel responsible to express differing opinions
within the meeting.

Maintain confidentiality regarding
disagreements expressed during the meeting.
Reach decisions by consensus.

Source:Hamilton Park Pacesetter School, Richardson
Independent School District, Dallas, Texas.
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velopment of norms.
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A simple test
(7 can be revealing

| think spending hours to develop® Does any single member dominate
norms is a waste of time. Everythe discussions?

one attending these meetings i® Do all members arrive on time and
an adult. Adults know how to be-stay for the entire meeting?

have and participate in meetings.M® |Is everyone prepared to do their work
We just want to get to work whenwhen they arrive?

Tools For Schools

Dr.

D evelo er we get into one of these meetings. We doit Does each member of the group be-
p want to sit around and talk about how we'rdieve his or her time at the meeting has
going to do that work. been well spent?

One way to test whether everyone
| wonder if everyone attendingagrees on the norms that guide your meet-
these meetings agrees that evngs is to ask the members of your group.
eryone knows how to behave Distribute index cards and, on each card,
Whenever I've asked groups ifask each member to write one norm that
they need to develop norms, Ilthey believe governs the group’s behav-

usually hear from at least two or three peiier. Post those responses so that all mem-
sons who like the idea. I've discovered thabers can see the responses.
these individuals often haven't been able If you find that the group identifies
to fully participate in meetings. Often, theythe same norms and wants to continue
believe that one or two individuals domi-those norms, then you merely need to as-
nate the discussion, resulting in decisionsemble them into a list that can be easily
that they can't support. shared with your group.

Answering these questions may help  On the other hand, if your group is
you decide whether your group needs toot in agreement on the norms, you still

spend time developing norms: have work to do.

B Does every member join in your Ultimately, all members of the group
group’s discussions? should have a voice in deciding whether
B Does each member listen as the othihe group needs to spell out norms and then
ers speak? in working to identify what they should be.

Tools may be copied and used in workshops. Articles may be reprinted with appropriate credit.
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