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When students get put into groups to work on a project together, how do they start?  

Does a natural leader emerge, to organize their work?  Or do they all hang back, waiting 

for someone else to tell them what to do?  Or perhaps one or two of the ‘team’ take over 

and dominate the group, without listening to other ideas? 

 

As a mother of a shy, teenaged boy - I have noticed this pattern throughout my son’s 

school life.  And I see it at work, in leadership learning programs that puts teams 

together and hope that they figure out how to achieve their assigned case-study or 

project.   

 

As educators and leaders, we can teach teams how to self-organize so that they get 

better results, with less stress and angst. Let’s teach people how to facilitate 

conversations so that ideas and plans are created and implemented in a collaborative, 

self-organizing way.  Some tips for creating strong-self-organizing teams: 

 

1.  Have a clear goal that is measurable. Whether it is a school or work project, 

there should be a clear ‘rubric’ of what success looks like. In the agile domain, 

we call them acceptance criteria.  Teams can focus their work better when they 

have a clear and common set of goals to strive for.  For example:  “this lesson 

plan will be complete when:   

a. Learning goals are identified 

b. Materials are listed 

c. Timing is established 

d. Handouts/exercises are created 

e. A dry run or walk through with peers has been completed” 

2. Allow the group to brainstorm how they will achieve the project goals.  A great 

technique to allow everyone to participate, even the shy ones, is to use post-it 

notes.  Ask everyone to write one idea for the project per post-it note- share in 

pairs, and then cluster them as a group on the wall. If you are creating an 

application, or a workshop or lesson - you can consider the ideas as a ‘story’ - 

and put them in sequence on the wall; and group common things together. 

3. Prioritize the work by imagining you have less time to complete the project than 

you need.  What ideas are absolutely essential?  What could be added to the list 

of essential elements ‘if we find that we have enough time for all of it’. Make this 

visual. Put your top level goals at the top. Group the ideas below them, with the 

essential items in the first row; and non-essentials in the second row. Something 
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like this:  

 
4. Then create a Kanban board to visualize the work in progress.  The columns on 

a Kanban board represent your workflow.  A simple board starts with Options, 

To Do, In Progress and Done.  Take items from the top row of the your story 

map and put these items from in order of priority from top to bottom in your 

list of ‘options’. If your team (or students working on a project) are co-located, 

you can use post-it notes on a wall for this purpose.  Pull in items into ‘To Do’, 

only when you and the team is ready to commit to completing that work item.  On 

self-organizing teams, each team team member volunteers to take on that task 

by pulling an item into ‘To Do’ when he or she has the capacity and skills to work 

on it. Each person takes one item ‘to do’ at a time, so that they can stop starting 

new work until they complete the work they’ve already started.  This is an 

example of a KANBAN board. Kanban is a way to help visualize the work, and 

allow teams to self-organize to get the work done.   

 



 

It is my hope that educators, students and leaders can collaborate in a more sustainable 

way, so that no one team member takes on the lion’s share of the burden.  Teams 

should manage their work in a sustainable way, by breaking work into manageable-

sized chunks, visualizing the work in progress, and each team member taking on only 

one or two items at a time,  

For more information on facilitating self-organizing teams, contact: 

mara@mpathfacil.com. 
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