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Build a Story 
An Exercise in Group Collaboration 

In	
  order	
  to	
  prepare	
  students	
  for	
  collabora;ve	
  work,	
  use	
  this	
  “Build	
  a	
  Story”	
  ac;vity	
  (an	
  adapta;on	
  
of	
  the	
  “jigsaw”	
  technique)	
  to	
  discuss	
  and	
  plan	
  for	
  the	
  challenges	
  and	
  opportuni;es	
  in	
  collabora;on.	
  

In	
  it	
  students,	
  synthesize	
  mul;ple	
  pieces	
  of	
  informa;on	
  to	
  achieve	
  a	
  common	
  goal,	
  apply	
  
collabora;on	
  concepts	
  discussed	
  in	
  class	
  by	
  prac;cing	
  group	
  work,	
  and	
  reflect	
  on	
  the	
  successes	
  and	
  

challenges	
  of	
  group	
  collabora;on	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  prepare	
  for	
  higher-­‐stakes	
  assignments.	
  

Part 1: Individual Task 
Each	
  individual	
  in	
  a	
  group	
  creates	
  a	
  story	
  

element:	
  protagonist,	
  se-ng,	
  and	
  antagonist.	
  

Part 2: Story Building 
Reform	
  groups,	
  each	
  made	
  up	
  of	
  one	
  student	
  
from	
  each	
  original	
  group.	
  Combine	
  individual	
  
story	
  elements	
  to	
  great	
  a	
  cohesive	
  story.	
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Part 3: Reflect on 
Collaboration 
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Build	
  a	
  Short	
  Story:	
  An	
  Exercise	
  in	
  Group	
  Collabora>on	
  	
  
	
  

Most	
  instructors	
  would	
  agree	
  that	
  the	
  men;on	
  of	
  “group	
  project”	
  makes	
  students	
  cringe	
  
and	
  moan.	
  We	
  cannot	
  blame	
  them	
  for	
  this	
  response,	
  as	
  individualism	
  is	
  a	
  Western	
  
ideology	
  and	
  prac;ce,	
  and,	
  perhaps,	
  we	
  instructors	
  have	
  experienced	
  aversion	
  to	
  group	
  
projects	
  along	
  our	
  educa;onal	
  journeys.	
  With	
  this	
  in	
  mind,	
  I	
  wanted	
  to	
  introduce	
  a	
  group	
  
wri;ng	
  project	
  to	
  my	
  Wri;ng	
  150	
  class	
  in	
  a	
  way	
  that	
  might	
  de-­‐s;gma;ze	
  the	
  prac;ce	
  
while	
  building	
  student	
  collabora;on	
  skills.	
  First,	
  I	
  had	
  my	
  students	
  read	
  “Wri;ng	
  ‘Eyeball	
  
to	
  Eyeball’:	
  Building	
  a	
  Successful	
  Collabora;on”	
  by	
  Rebecca	
  Ingalls	
  (2011),	
  which	
  provides	
  
real-­‐world	
  examples	
  of	
  collabora;on,	
  addresses	
  issues	
  involved	
  in	
  collabora;on,	
  and	
  
provides	
  solu;ons	
  to	
  these	
  issues.	
  AYer	
  discussing	
  Ingalls,	
  I	
  had	
  the	
  class	
  put	
  the	
  ar;cle	
  
into	
  prac;ce	
  by	
  par;cipa;ng	
  in	
  an	
  exercise	
  I	
  en;tled	
  “Build	
  a	
  Short	
  Story.”	
  The	
  outcomes	
  
for	
  this	
  exercise	
  are	
  as	
  follows:	
  
	
  	
  
1.  Students	
  synthesize	
  mul;ple	
  pieces	
  of	
  informa;on	
  to	
  achieve	
  a	
  common	
  goal	
  
2.  Students	
  apply	
  collabora;on	
  concepts	
  discussed	
  in	
  class	
  by	
  prac;cing	
  group	
  work	
  
3.  Students	
  reflect	
  on	
  the	
  successes	
  and	
  challenges	
  of	
  group	
  collabora;on	
  in	
  order	
  to	
  

prepare	
  for	
  higher-­‐stakes	
  assignments	
  
	
  	
  
This	
  exercise	
  was	
  divided	
  into	
  three	
  parts:	
  	
  
Part	
  One:	
  
•  I	
  asked	
  students	
  to	
  evenly	
  divide	
  themselves	
  into	
  groups	
  of	
  “ones,”	
  “twos,”	
  and	
  

“threes.”*	
  Each	
  group	
  was	
  given	
  the	
  following	
  tasks:	
  
“Ones”	
  –	
  each	
  of	
  you	
  will	
  create	
  a	
  protagonist	
  or	
  main	
  character.	
  Include	
  
informa;on	
  like	
  gender,	
  personality,	
  physical	
  traits,	
  and	
  occupa;on.	
  
“Twos”	
  –	
  each	
  of	
  you	
  will	
  create	
  a	
  se^ng.	
  Include	
  informa;on	
  like	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  
this	
  place	
  is	
  fic;onal,	
  what	
  the	
  weather	
  is	
  like	
  there,	
  is	
  it	
  a	
  poverty-­‐stricken	
  place	
  
or	
  a	
  rich	
  area,	
  and	
  is	
  it	
  located	
  in	
  the	
  past,	
  present,	
  or	
  future?	
  
“Threes”	
  –	
  each	
  of	
  you	
  will	
  create	
  an	
  antagonist.	
  See	
  “Ones”	
  for	
  ;ps	
  on	
  how	
  to	
  
create	
  this	
  character.	
  

•  Groups	
  were	
  given	
  five	
  minutes	
  to	
  write	
  down	
  individual	
  crea;ons.	
  
	
  	
  
Part	
  Two:	
  
•  I	
  then	
  told	
  the	
  students	
  to	
  create	
  new	
  groups	
  consis;ng	
  of	
  a	
  “One,”	
  “Two,”	
  and	
  a	
  

“Three.”	
  	
  
•  Once	
  they	
  formed	
  new	
  groups,	
  I	
  instructed	
  them	
  to	
  combine	
  the	
  informa;on	
  they	
  

created	
  and	
  collec;vely	
  build	
  a	
  story	
  by	
  adding	
  a	
  plot.	
  	
  
•  They	
  were	
  given	
  10	
  minutes	
  to	
  do	
  this	
  and	
  were	
  asked	
  to	
  write	
  2-­‐4	
  paragraphs	
  only.	
  	
  
•  When	
  they	
  were	
  done,	
  I	
  asked	
  a	
  few	
  students	
  to	
  share	
  their	
  stories.	
  	
  



Part	
  Three:	
  
We,	
  then,	
  reflected	
  on	
  this	
  exercise	
  by	
  having	
  a	
  class	
  discussion.	
  Specifically,	
  I	
  asked	
  
them…	
  

–  “What	
  were	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  challenges	
  you	
  faced	
  when	
  taking	
  three	
  pieces	
  of	
  
separate	
  informa;on	
  and	
  pu^ng	
  them	
  together	
  into	
  one	
  story?	
  

–  “What	
  changes	
  did	
  your	
  group	
  need	
  to	
  make	
  to	
  your	
  original	
  crea;ons	
  in	
  
order	
  to	
  achieve	
  your	
  group’s	
  goal?”	
  

–  “Did	
  any	
  of	
  you	
  u;lize	
  group-­‐work	
  strategies	
  Ingalls	
  discussed	
  in	
  her	
  ar;cle?	
  
If	
  so,	
  which	
  ones?”	
  

–  “What	
  did	
  this	
  exercise	
  teach	
  you	
  about	
  group	
  collabora;on?	
  What	
  do	
  you	
  
think	
  are	
  the	
  most	
  essen;al	
  tools	
  needed	
  to	
  work	
  together?”	
  

	
  	
  
The	
  exercise	
  yielded	
  an	
  interes;ng	
  discussion	
  of	
  what	
  Dr.	
  Yong	
  Mei	
  Fung	
  (2010)	
  calls	
  
“collabora;ve	
  wri;ng	
  features”	
  of	
  “mutual	
  interac;on,”	
  “nego;a;on,”	
  “cogni;ve	
  
conflict,”	
  and	
  “shared	
  exper;se”	
  occurring	
  during	
  face-­‐to-­‐face	
  collabora;on.	
  Groups	
  
reflected	
  on	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  clear	
  communica;on,	
  priori;za;on,	
  overcoming	
  
obstacles,	
  and	
  u;lizing	
  individual	
  strengths	
  to	
  achieve	
  their	
  goals.	
  I	
  would	
  encourage	
  any	
  
instructor	
  to	
  try	
  this	
  exercise	
  when	
  afemp;ng	
  to	
  build	
  collabora;on	
  skills	
  among	
  
students.	
  	
  
	
  	
  
*This	
  can	
  be	
  done	
  in	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  ways,	
  but	
  I	
  started	
  at	
  one	
  side	
  of	
  the	
  room	
  and	
  had	
  the	
  
students	
  count	
  to	
  three	
  and	
  repeat	
  the	
  process	
  un;l	
  we	
  got	
  to	
  the	
  last	
  student	
  in	
  the	
  
class.	
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