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Discipline:
Problem-based Learning
Target Audience
Introductory, workshop participants 
Keywords
Absenteeism, conflict in groups, ground rules, tardiness, teaching case, tutor-facilitators
Length of Time/Staging
20-30 minutes
Abstract
Absenteeism and tardiness can disrupt group function in PBL groups. This short text case with accompanying video vignette illustrates the importance of regular, on-time attendance in PBL courses and provides a trigger for discussion on group ground rules at the beginning of a course.
Date Submitted
11/21/2001
Date Published
12/19/2001
Student Learning Objectives
For students new to PBL:
1. To appreciate the importance of regular, on-time attendance for problem-based learning.
2. To stimulate discussion of group ground rules and consequences for violators of group ground rules.
3. To initiate a process of reflection.
Author's Teaching Notes
In general, attendance in problem-based learning classes is much better than for lecture courses. Attendance over a semester in the 90 to 95% range or better is common. Students recognize that they depend on each other and that what they miss can not easily be made up or summarized. Nevertheless, a student who does not attend class regularly or is chronically late can undermine group function and cause considerable disruption when the behavior is not addressed.
HBW wrote following teaching case to illustrate how unchecked absenteeism can generate dissention within a group and diminish the effectiveness of problem-based learning. We have used this teaching case in a Tutorial Methods of Instruction course (see webpage at www.udel.edu/chem/white/teaching/CHEM467.htm) to generate discussion among undergraduate peer tutor-facilitators on how to deal with absenteeism. Subsequently, the script was one of 12 vignettes used to produce a FIPSE-funded video of common group situations that PBL group facilitators might encounter (See webpage at www.ed.gov/offices/OPE/FIPSE/97ProgBk/del1.html.). Dr. Dan Sherman, the professor of the fictional case that follows, is a character who appears in an another published PBL-teaching case (See webpage at www.udel.edu/pbl/dancase3.html.)
This case is most often used when addressing issues of tardiness and absenteeism in workshops for faculty or PBL tutor-facilitators. However, it also is useful to trigger a discussion of ground rules among students early in a course. Several alternatives exist for presenting the case. The video vignette works well when projection equipment is available and time is limited. While having one person in each group read the case aloud works well, it is better to have different people take roles and read their parts. Having individuals in a group read the case silently is a natural tendency that can be discouraged by making only one copy available per group.
Discussion of this case can go in several directions. Many pick up on the fact that the group had ground rules but apparently have not used them to deal with a continuing problem. They wonder why the group and the tutor have not dealt with Dawn's tardiness and absences sooner. Others speculate that Dawn might have legitimate problems that the group needs to discover before acting precipitously or prematurely.
Normally groups have about 10 minutes to discuss the case or video before reporting out to the instructor or workshop facilitator who writes the comments on the board or overhead transparency and probes their meaning with questions. When several suggested courses of action have emerged and fleshed out, they can be prioritized or set out in the order in which they might be tried. The objective is not to find a single solution but rather to create a habit of reflection and analysis in dealing with group problems. Depending on the situation, the discussion can be a point of departure for students to identify learning issues and seek guidance from other resources.
This case or its video version has been used in a number of settings ranging from a trigger to promote discussion about ground rules early in a PBL course to faculty workshops. Its utility is not limited to training tutor facilitators. The following issues often arise in the discussion of this case:
[bookmark: _kxlaq81b45kr]Tardiness and absenteeism: 
While students in lecture-based courses can skip class with limited consequences to anyone but themselves, that is not the case for problem-based learning courses. Individual responsibility to the group and peer pressure from the group normally promote high attendance. The characters in this case articulate the impact tardiness and absenteeism can have on group dynamics.
[bookmark: _69br1ib5h8wy]Time management: 
Frequently in discussions of this case there are punctual people who have little sympathy for chronic tardiness and absenteeism. They may recommend severe penalties without confronting Dawn.
[bookmark: _t3e483804zf2]Group ground rules: 
Students dislike the process of generating ground rules and they particularly resist the discussing the consequences for those who violate the ground rules. This case enables students to visualize situations that might occur and thus it induces discussion of difficult issues.
[bookmark: _sq47o3u60ir4]Group responsibility for individual behavior: 
The contemporary student culture and perhaps human nature resists confronting objectionable behavior in others. In a society of individuals who do not depend on each other, such avoidance makes little difference, while mutual dependence in groups requires early intervention when problems arise.
[bookmark: _gaantr8kkdv]Dealing with hostility within a group: 
The consequences of delaying action are anger and frustration within a group that lead to increasing hostility toward offenders and difficulty with reentry and acceptance by the group.
[bookmark: _gs1txy4p6w21]Personal privacy: 
Absenteeism and tardiness can have many causes some of which may cause embarrassment or humiliation, if revealed.
[bookmark: _6xrga73870vo]Timing and method of intervention: 
While most agree some action is appropriate, consensus on the manner and means frequently is elusive.
[bookmark: _yktik22zwh54]Racial prejudice or gender issues: 
Depending on how Dawn and group members are cast, other issues can complicate the behavior or consequences.
[bookmark: _7zeuc5h0cft]Behaviors:
Selfishness - viewing situations only in terms of their personal effects.
Tardiness, absenteeism.
Avoiding responsibility for actions - "My alarm didn't go off."
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