A Fish Out of Water!

1

The Leap

They say sometimes you have to step into another person’s shoes to understand where they are coming from.  Well, for a fish it is hard to step into someone’s shoes because we do not have any feet!  But what the adage is trying to get across is: sometimes you have to change your perspective so you can look at your thoughts and actions from a different point of view.  That is why I decided to gather up all my courage and take the big leap out of the fishbowl and examine my behavior within my school.
  It was not easy, let me tell you…Many have leapt out of the fishbowl, but few who have become fish out of water, have been successful at turning back into fish of water!  Once you go dry, you seldom go back!

Setting up the Fishbowl
Looking back at my experience in the fishbowl, I better tell you a little bit about the bowl I jumped out of first…. It was a nice fishbowl.  I would know.  I have been in my share of fishbowls (in fact, this was my third one is less than two months!) It had a one of those castles you could swim through, some seaweed swaying in the background, a treasure chest in the corner….Golly, I could spend hours just watching it open and close….And the other fish, they were cool.  I believe there were six of us (although at times it was hard to tell because a few of us did not say much!); Alexis, Drew, Jessica, Adam, Amy, and myself.  We had not really known each other all that long before I jumped out of the bowl.  (It was nothing personal; I just wanted to see what it would be like to be a fish out of water!)

Prior to my departure we were faced with a challenge from our waterlord, Professor Clampitt (I know what you are thinking….a guy was asking fish for help?  How crazy is he?!  But that’s another story and another paper!).  He asked for our assistance in improving his continuous improvement process that he had implemented into his classrooms.  Here is how the problem was stated to us:


Professor Clampitt wants to continuously improve the “continuous improvement” process.  In particular, each semester students are expected to 1) select three skills they are working on based on the list on the website, 2) put those skills on the name card, 3) receive feedback about those skills from Professor Clampitt and classmates, 4) develop specific improvement strategies/tactics, and 5) incorporate the strategies/tactics into their daily and professional lives.  Does this process work?  How could it be improved?  What suggestions would you make to Professor Clampitt?

Fishbowl Effectiveness

The first thing we did after accepting the challenge was to determine our goals and the criteria we would use to measure our effectiveness in achieving them.  But before I state what they were, I would first like to highlight what makes an effective fishbowl (i.e. an effective group discussion).


What is an effective fishbowl?

· Equal participation in decision-making (This does not mean everybody gets equal “airtime.”  It simply voices that all opinions are heard.)

· Dissent is not squashed out (instead it is used to clarify and promote understanding)

· Diverse opinions are represented (so that all possible angles to a problem and possible solution are hit upon)

· Good quality decisions are made (This is the most important factor in determining group effectiveness.)

In order for the fish of the fishbowl to feel effective in conquering the waterlord’s challenge, all of these elements need to be present.  If one is missing the fishbowl is not as happy as place as it could be!  Every fish has to have a role in the school; different views need to be expressed and observed; and decisions need to be made, else nothing would ever get accomplished!

With that stated, the next segment establishes the group’s “business” and communications goals; in addition, to my own personal communication goals.   (For the lack of a better word, business is used here to mean the group’s overall primary objectives. I.e. what does the group wish to accomplish?)  Each category, along with each bulleted item, is ranked based on the degree of effectiveness I believed we/I achieved.  Starfish are used to create each ranking based on a 5-point scale.


Group “business” goals (Overall:[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf][image: image4.wmf])
On the whole, the group did a pretty good job of effectively achieving its business objectives.  It did an excellent job of analyzing the problem and determining the critical point that needed to be addressed (i.e. were we dealing with a nametag or process issue?).  It also did a wonderful job of reaching consensus before moving on.  After this the group ran into a little bit of a snag when it went to brainstorming ideas.  A better job could have been done to generate more ideas.  I think we were on the right track though, and had we been given more time, we could have generated some very novel and beneficial suggestions.

· Evaluate the continuous improvement process ([image: image5.wmf][image: image6.wmf][image: image7.wmf][image: image8.wmf][image: image9.wmf]) The group did a superb job of capturing the problem with the process in an appropriate way.  The group spent a great deal of time on analyzing the problem and really understanding the issues at hand.

· What works ([image: image10.wmf][image: image11.wmf][image: image12.wmf][image: image13.wmf][image: image14.wmf]) The group pointed out how the nametags allow for instantaneous feedback; and how the process focuses on something we can actually improve upon. 

· What does not work ([image: image15.wmf][image: image16.wmf][image: image17.wmf][image: image18.wmf][image: image19.wmf])  The group stated how the development of specific strategies and tactics is not really highlighted in the process nor incorporated into daily and professional lives; the tags are not always out on display; the idea is not used throughout the entire communication department; and the “Are you ready” survey is not fully utilized.

· What are improvements that could be made to the process ([image: image20.wmf][image: image21.wmf][image: image22.wmf][image: image23.wmf]) I believe the group did a really good job at offering improvements that could be made both to the nametag and to the process itself.  We came up with such improvements as creating a reference to the “Are you ready” survey to help students pinpoint specific skills they need to improve, allowing for more flexibility with the nametags so that students could add/alter skills they need to improve upon, requiring nametags to be readable so that the professor could use them as a tool for learning, etc.
· Recommend suggestions to the client that would improve the process ([image: image24.wmf][image: image25.wmf][image: image26.wmf]) The group mentioned some very good suggestions, but I feel had the structure of the meeting been formatted differently, the group would have been able to develop a longer list of ideas, as well as more creative ideas.  Due to the lack of time, we were never able to solidify our suggestions and say “here is what we would recommend to our client.”

Group communication goals (Overall:[image: image27.wmf][image: image28.wmf][image: image29.wmf][image: image30.wmf])

Along with the group’s business goals, I think the group did a pretty good job of attaining its communications goals.  For the most part, everyone’s opinions and comments were expressed; if something was not understood by one group member or another it was clarified before moving on to the next big step in the process.  When conflict surfaced it was faced, and allowed the group to create consensus.  Furthermore, a process was used to analyze and solve our problem; we did not just attack it willy-nilly.

· All group members’ relevant opinions, thoughts, and ideas are expressed ([image: image31.wmf][image: image32.wmf][image: image33.wmf][image: image34.wmf])  This point lost a starfish, because at the end of our group discussion when we were talking about the actual meeting Amy stated that she felt like she was stepping back as the meeting progressed.  At times she felt overridden by the talkers in the group (Alexis, Drew, and me).  To have earned five starfish, it would have required that Amy felt like all of her ideas were getting out there.
· Group members’ opinions, thoughts, and ideas are listened to and clearly understood ([image: image35.wmf][image: image36.wmf][image: image37.wmf][image: image38.wmf]) This notion also lost a starfish because of an incident with Amy.  During the criteria stage Amy threw out a possible solution, and instead of letting her clarify her remark, I jumped on it and stated what I thought would be a criteria choice that such a solution would fall under.  Amy really never had the opportunity to fully articulate her idea and make everyone else understand what she was saying.
· Use a proper problem solving and decision making process ([image: image39.wmf][image: image40.wmf][image: image41.wmf]) For this fishbowl, we were asked to shake up the problem-solving method by listing criteria before generating possible solutions.  I think this ordering caused the group to be less effective than it would have been if it would have created solutions and then gone back and determined the criteria.
· Problem analysis is separate from solutions generation ([image: image42.wmf][image: image43.wmf][image: image44.wmf]) For a majority of the time the group was able to keep these two functions separate, however, occasionally a solution popped its head up in the problem analysis.  When it came time for solution generation we could not bench our analyzing hats and just focus on quickly coming up with ideas.  We threw them out rather slowly and also stated how they fitted into our criteria.
· Solutions generation is separate from idea evaluation ([image: image45.wmf][image: image46.wmf]) The group had a very difficult time with this (especially Drew!).  Whenever an idea was suggested we tended to discuss it, instead of simply writing it down and thinking up another idea.   We were also very focused on how any suggestion fit into our predetermined criteria.  This limited our ability to get really creative. 

Personal communication goals (Overall:[image: image47.wmf][image: image48.wmf][image: image49.wmf][image: image50.wmf])

For the most part, I feel that most of my personal goals were met (i.e. my personal satisfaction is quite high).  I felt like I was able to articulate all of the things I wanted to express; those things that I did express where listened to by the other group members; and when conflict arose I was able to reposition the group and create consensus before moving on.  Motivating others is something I felt I did a pretty poor job of.  There were opportunities present throughout the discussion when I could have motivated others to contribute more to the discussion, but I was so concerned with articulating my ideas that I neglected to focus on others’.  Another reason for my lack of a perfect ranking is that I should have had one additional goal I desired to achieve: Make sure that I understand/focus on other members’ opinions, thoughts, and ideas.  I did not even have this as a goal when I started the group discussion which demonstrates how self-focused I was in wanting to achieve my own personal satisfaction and not that of the other fish.  For that reason alone, I think my personal satisfaction was higher than Amy’s, Jessica’s, and Adam’s (I do not know for sure, however, you will have to ask them how much satisfaction they felt!).

· Articulate my opinions, thoughts, and ideas ([image: image51.wmf][image: image52.wmf][image: image53.wmf][image: image54.wmf][image: image55.wmf]) If it is possible this could be a 6 out of 5 starfish!  I felt I expressed all of my opinions and ideas that I wanted to.  Furthermore I also felt satisfied that my ideas were listened to, understood, and built upon during the entire process.      

· Manage group/interpersonal conflict ([image: image56.wmf][image: image57.wmf][image: image58.wmf][image: image59.wmf]) I think I did a really good job of making sure that all group conflict was resolved before we moved on.  At one point, Alexis wanted to move into determining criteria, but the group had not reached a consensus as to what the real problem at hand was.  I recommended that before we move on, we summarize what we had discussed so far and make sure we all agreed we were on the same page.  A little farther along the process, Alexis became confused with whether or not we were brainstorming or selecting criteria.  I again threw out a question and asked for clarification: “Are we brainstorming solutions or selecting criteria?”  Somehow Alexis thought we were brainstorming criteria!  Where I lost a starfish on this point is that I think I could have handled the interpersonal conflict better.  At the end of our meeting, Amy expressed some unhappiness.  While we were proceeding with the discussion I did not pick up on this.  I should have been paying more attention to others’ ideas and needs so that I could have asked Amy if she felt she was contributing to the group as much as she would have liked to.
· Motivate others ([image: image60.wmf][image: image61.wmf]) I really floundered when it came to this goal.  This is something I really wanted to focus my energy on because it is a problem I experience very often in my class groups and with my team members at work.  I, myself, am a very self-motivated person, and very seldom need someone else to motivate me to achieve my goals, work harder, or do better.  I know for some people that it is difficult.  It is also important from my perspective as an employer to have a motivated workforce, because a motivated workforce will be more successful than a lazy workforce.  Before starting the group discussion I knew it was going to be necessary to motivate others to participate.  Not necessarily because they did not want to participate, but because they were going up against three blowfish (Drew, Alexis, and I) who could participate the others right out of the group!  Blowfish tend to be over-talkers!  Even if the other fish in the group were not under-talkers they would have a hard time getting a word in edgewise!  So I knew this ahead of time, yet I was still unable to stop it.  Like I predicted, the blowfish participated away, with the other fish throwing out ideas occasionally.  If I would have taken the time to float to the surface and get some air, the other members would have been able to offer more opinions and ideas.  There were also several opportunities during the discussion that I could have seized to reinforce or focus on other fish’s ideas which in turn would have motivated them to participate more actively.  
· Tell the right stories (NA) Since I did not tell any stories during the group meeting I find this goal non-applicable to the matter at hand.  Perhaps, it should have been, however.  Maybe that would have made the group more effective.  I honestly can say that I do not know, because it was not something we really focused on after the meeting had ended.  (I have this listed as one of my goals, because in my place of employment I am one of the leading members and I feel I am always telling new hires the wrong stories.  I tend to tell those stories relating to past bad employees, instead of communicating stories dealing with good employees.  I wanted to work on this because I thought by telling the right stories I would be able to motivate others better.)
Nets & Swordfish
This section addresses the nets that inhibited the group’s, as well as my own, effectiveness (i.e. barriers to effectiveness).  As well as the “weapons of effectiveness” (i.e. guidelines to achieving effectiveness) that can be used to break through the nets, like the mighty swordfish whose long snout can be used to cut through the lines of the fishnet.

Net Time Perhaps our greatest barrier to achieving effectiveness, was the lack of time.  If we had been presented this challenge outside of the fishbowl project, we would have probably spent several hours and/or meetings analyzing the problems, creating solutions, selecting the criteria, and evaluating the ideas.  Instead we had to do most of that in less than an hour!


Swordfish Meet outside of class If we had done this we would have had a better grasp of the problem.  We would have been able to spend less time talking about general ideas, and allowed us to focus on the meat of the group decision-making process: creating innovative ideas. 

Net Group interaction Another barrier that flowed out of time was the lack of group interaction.  The fishbowl was the first time we had all interacted with one another on such a personal level.  Since we were “new” to one another it was hard to read others’ nonverbal cues.  It was also difficult because it raised the uncertainty level in the group.  We were unsure of our roles and of what roles others would assimilate into.


Swordfish Meet outside of class Meeting outside of class would have given us the opportunity to get to know one another which would have reduced the amount of uncertainty during the group meeting.  If I had had the opportunity to work with Amy prior to this meeting I would have insight into what types of signals she uses when she feels repressed.  I would have been able to use that knowledge to ask Amy if something was concerning her.  This would have fostered greater cohesiveness amongst the members as well as created a more positive work environment which would lend itself to greater goal attainment.

Net Physical environment The way the group was arranged acted as a barrier to effective communication (or at least hindered our efficiency in communicating).  With the group split into two sides it felt like there were competing sides: the right side versus the left side.  The split also made it difficult for the facilitator to look at the entire group at the same time.  She had to keep turning her back to one side or the other.  The flipchart was also a distraction because it was difficult to read and once the facilitator tore off the sheet it was hard to even find it on the back wall!


Swordfish Rearrange the environment Conceivably a simple notion, but one that is complicated to implement.  A change in the physical layout is needed, but what options are available?  There is only so much that could be done in the room we held our fishbowl discussion. I think the most important guideline would be to keep the group together, either at a circular table or in a semicircle formation.  Another guideline I would offer is to utilize a location where recordkeeping does not interfere with the group discussion.  I have frequently found white boards to be an effective tool in recording thoughts, and at the same time not causing difficulty in reviewing the information.  (For more discussion of this notion, see Creating a More Hospitable Fishbowl.)

Net Dinger Another barrier faced by our group was the lack of a dinger.  Alexis created a verbal dinger, but it was ineffective in preventing certain members from jumping off course.  Since, Alexis stated she would verbally ding someone if they lost focus, I think no one else felt that they had the power to ding someone if they thought s/he was going off track.  By not having a physical dinger, the group offered solutions doing the problem analysis and criteria selection; and evaluated ideas while brainstorming.  If a dinger had been present it is possible that other group members besides Alexis would have jumped in to keep us on the right path.


Swordfish Inanimate dinger By making a dinger inanimate it allows for personal attacks to be bypassed.  When you are dinged with a bell or a set of keys you do not take it as personal as when someone says, “I’m going to ding you there.”  The statement makes it sound like a personal attack, whereby a simple bell ring lets an individual know s/he has been objectively, instead of subjectively, dinged.  Also if the dinger is some physical object, other members of the group will probably be more inclined to ding other members when they get off track.  If a physical dinger had existed in our fishbowl one of the participants, like Adam or Jessica, may have dinged Drew or myself when we got off track, but since it was a verbal ding (and they were not doing a whole lot of talking to start with!) they were less included to do so.

Net Verbal participation As I stated in the Fishbowl Effectiveness section, in order for a group to be effective equal participation must exist between group members.  This does not mean that each of us should have talked 17% of the time.  It simply signifies that all group members should participate in the group process.  It is natural to have those who talk more than others.  For example, since a facilitator has to clarify what is being stated, make sure everyone’s ideas are being heard, and at the same time move the process along, it makes sense that s/he would talk more than other members within the group.  Notwithstanding, I still feel that a barrier to our effectiveness was the verbal over-participation of several of us in the group.  While I understand our comments were taken in by those who were not talking as often, I feel like the entire discussion was built upon the blowfish’s ideas.  I feel it is quite possible that the under-talkers could have come up with some really insightful or innovative ideas if we would have just given them a second to speak!  An idea could have surfaced that would have taken the discussion a whole other route (which may or may not have been as effective as the route we were on).  As Amy stated at the end of the discussion the ideas she did present she felt like they were listened to, but she felt she was not allowed to express all of her ideas.


Swordfish Seek clarification, Say-it-back technique There are several guidelines that would work here to obtain the same objectives.  Both the over- and under-talkers could have sought clarification from one another.  This would have made the under-talkers participate more in the verbal discussion.  Whereas, it would have made the over-talkers slow down and require them to focus on another person’s idea.  Using the say-it-back technique would achieve the same results.  If I would have asked for clarification when Amy presented the solution of font types during the criteria selection, it would have allowed her the opportunity to participate (as well as to feel her ideas were not being overridden), while at the same time forcing me to focus on what she was saying instead of thinking what I would say next.

Net Ineffective ordering of agenda items All of the fishbowl groups before us used the same agenda order: define problems, brainstorm solutions, set criteria, and evaluate solutions.  We had noticed that many groups had difficulty when it came to setting criteria.  For our fishbowl discussion we had been asked to switch the order to: define problems, set criteria, brainstorm solutions, and evaluate solutions.  While I thought this would make the process easier for our group, and at the same time create more effectiveness, this was not the case.  While it was easy to set the criteria before brainstorming, it made brainstorming all the more harder when the time came because we had boxed in our thinking to the criteria we had selected.  I think had we maintained the previous order we would have created a longer, and more creative list of solutions.  Had we used the first stated order, we probably would have had a more difficult time selecting the criteria, I think, but in the long run we would have benefited because brainstorming solutions is the more difficult and more important part of the process.


Confusion between brainstorming and criteria sections Since all of the groups before us had done brainstorming then criteria setting, our group got a little confused after we had defined our problem.  Even our facilitator was momentarily lost!  Alexis thought we were “brainstorming possible criteria!”  Amy started out the criteria potion with a possible solution!  Then we had our waterlord step in which caused even greater confusion (the whole readability verses legibility issue)! We had to stop our discussion and refocus, before everyone understood what we were doing.


Swordfish Switch the order of the agenda I think maintaining the order of brainstorming, then selecting criteria, would prevent our group from having such confusion again.  Everyone would be on the same page and the process would go more smoothly which would allow the group to gain momentum as the process continued (We had momentum going out of the problem definition, but then lost it right away when we starting offering solutions in the criteria setting stage!)


Evaluation of ideas during the brainstorming process This was a huge barrier the group ran into.  As we discussed at the end of our meeting, our brainstorming session went nothing like it should have!  It was slow.  Ideas were being discussed.  And even worse, ideas were being evaluated!  This really dampened the group’s effectiveness.  Not many ideas were generated in the five minutes the group brainstormed. 


Swordfish Switch the order of the agenda, Ding! Switching the order of the agenda may not have completely prevented the premature evaluation of ideas, but I think it would have helped.  Part of the reason the group began evaluating ideas is because it knew in advance of the brainstorming what criteria would be used to judge the ideas.  If the criteria had been created after the solutions were presented this would not have occurred so easily.  Almost certainly the most effective guideline to this barrier is to ding!  If a bell had been present group members could have dinged other members when they started evaluating others’ ideas.  It was said during our post-meeting dialogue that Drew should have been dinged at least 4 or 5 times during this portion.  This would have created a more open environment of throwing ideas out were they would not be instantly shot down.

Net Reinforcement This is a barrier that I believe I need to work a lot on.  During the fishbowl conversation there was a lack of reinforcement on my part.  If I would have taken the time to reinforce what others were saying I could have motivated them to participate more in the discussion (thus achieving two aforementioned goals!).  By not reinforcing others ideas I communicated that what they were saying was not all that important and that I did not need them to participate in the group decision-making process.


Swordfish Say-it-back technique, 3-questions technique, Ask open-ended questions All three of these techniques would help me in accomplishing greater effectiveness.  Using the say-it-back technique would require me to focus on the content of what others were saying which would reinforce their ideas.  Using the 3-question method would probably be less effective than the say-it-back technique, but it would be a step in the right direction.  Asking an open-ended question of another would require him/her to verbally participate in the group.  They would not be able to simply say “yes” or “no.”  Any of these processes would reinforce others’ ideas.

Net Personal focus One of my greatest difficulties to overcome is my focus on me!  (The Toby Keith song sums me up pretty well….”I Wanna Talk About Me”…Me….Me…Me!)  I am so concerned that my ideas are heard, that my ideas are the ones that are used, that I come up with the best ideas, that I tend to forget about other members’ feelings, needs, and ideas.  This hampers group cohesiveness and could cause major conflict down the road, inhibiting the group’s effectiveness.


Swordfish Ask for clarification The easiest thing I could do to turn my attention to others is seek clarification about their ideas and comments.  So often I just assume I know what they are saying, which may not be the case.  By asking for clarification it allows me to verify that I understand what they are saying.  Plus, it requires me to slow down and let other fish do the talking!

Net Missed opportunities One of my greatest fears about me over-talking is that the group misses an opportunity to drive down a different avenue and explore the problem from a completely different perspective.  I feel that when I do the talking I just lead everyone down the path I am thinking without really looking at other viable routes.  In addition, I get so caught up in leading them through my thoughts that I fail to grasp opportunities to examine those other viable routes.  I believe this is a huge barrier to effectiveness because we may be doing something efficiently but we are doing the wrong thing to start with so all our work is a waste!  (I cannot be right all the time!)


Swordfish Actively listen for times when I can seize the opportunities to focus on others’ ideas and/or reinforce what others are thinking/stating  I think if I teach myself to become a better listener I will see those opportunities present themselves and will be able to grasp them.  This will allow for me to go “Jessica, you are exactly right!  Nametags verses process; that is exactly what I was trying to articulate.  Good point!” or “Amy, I think what you just stated is a solution, but what are you trying to saying?”   Seizing these opportunities will permit better group dynamics which will help in achieving greater effectiveness.

Creating a more Hospitable Fishbowl
(Sorry! I have to include this section or my former communication colleague, Marcus Reitz, would be rather disappointed in me!)
Overall, I think the fishbowl idea is a wonderful concept.  As you have stated in the past, it gives us fish the opportunity to make mistakes now instead of later.  I feel that this process has been a very beneficial learning experience for me.  Not only did I glean a lot off from my personal experiences inside the fishbowl, I was also able to learn from watching others swim through the bowl.

Some continuous improvement ideas I would recommend for future fishbowls:

Videotape the discussions

I think if each group watched themselves afterwards they would garner even more off of the discussion because they would be able to see how their nonverbals affected the dialogue.

Find a new classroom, specifically one with more overhead projects and white boards

This would allow for easier recording.  The easel is a good idea, but it is hard for individuals inside and outside of the fishbowl to read them.  White boards are bigger so facilitators could write larger on them.  Also with multiple overhead projectors, a facilitator could keep the agenda up so all members could see it, as well as use another overhead to record the dialogue.  A room like those in the concourse between MAC Hall and the Cofrin Library would offer greater options to the groups. 

Create a better seating arrangement

This is perhaps the greatest difficultly with a fishbowl group.  How do you arrange one so that the members of the group can communicate with one another, but at the same time allow for members of the audience to view the discussion?  

As I stated earlier, I, for one, did not like how the groups were split into two separate tables.  It felt like there were competing sides.  I think if we would have been in a half-circle formation more group cohesiveness would have been achieved. 

My recommendation would be for the fishbowl group to not even face the audience!  Instead, if it were possible, I would have them sit in a crescent moon formation in the front of the classroom and then use a camcorder to project the group on an overhead display that the entire classroom could see.  I think this would make it easier for members outside of the fishbowl to view the action, while at the same time permit for the group to gel as one cohesive unit. 

Finale

Whoever said being a fish out of water was not easy had it nailed right on the head!  Taking a look back over my experience in the fishbowl has been a challenging, but welcomed practice.  Finishing up, I have to say I am glad that I took the leap.  It has allowed me to examine my personal effectiveness in a group.  It has given me insight into areas that I can improve upon such as focusing on listening, clarifying, and reinforcing others’ ideas.  If I am able to make improvements in achieving my personal communication goals, I believe the communication goals of the group have a better chance of being reached which would most likely result in the group more effectively achieving its “business” goals.  With that said, I think I am ready to jump back into the fishbowl and give it another go-round!  I would rather be wet around the gills, then dried out and flushed down the toilet!

� Group of fish… (Just wanted to make sure you caught my play on words!  Look for them throughout!
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