Gibbs’ Six Characteristics for a Supportive Climate

Have you ever wondered why an individual or a group appear to be defensive whenever you try and raise a particular issue?  If yes, then read on...

We know high levels of persistent defensiveness can block learning.  Gibbs1 performed an 8 year study of audio taped recordings of small group discussions.  From that he found 6 behavioural characteristics that could predict whether a group was going to be supportive or defensive in their discussion about something.  These are summarised in the table below.   

	
	SUPPORTIVE GROUPS DO THIS
	DEFENSIVE GROUPS DO THIS

	1
	They describe what happened
	They evaluate what happened

	
	They’re non-judgement and describe events in terms of what they see and/or hear.  They say what they perceive and feel and avoid the use of terms like ‘good’ or ‘bad’.  They offer suggestions rather than prescriptions for change.  

	They pass judgement – either criticising or blaming or alternatively praising.   If you’re using a crib sheet against which to assess standards, they’ll question the value of the crib sheet if they don’t meet the mark!



	2
	They are problem orientated
	They exert control

	
	They work in collaboration with others – defining and solving problems TOGETHER.

	They exert their opinions and tell others what to do, what to feel or what to think.  

	3
	They are spontaneous (and flexible) – this does not mean a lack of organisation or structure.
	They are strategic (have a hidden agenda)

	
	They’re straight forward and ‘what you see is what you get’.  They are no hidden agendas – they’re not out to manipulate or make themselves better.  Instead, they are there to help make better whatever is the ‘hot issue’ at the time.  

	They are manipulative and have their own hidden intentions.  For instance, they may want to only tackle their learning agenda or alternatively want to make themselves look better.

	4
	They show empathy
	They are neutral or indifferent

	
	They’re truly involved in the session and with others – identifying with, respecting, accepting and understanding others.

	They’re indifferent; remain detached from the session, the discussion and others.  They remain aloof.  


	5
	They respect equality  (equality does not deny differences in power or ability)
	They are keen to show superiority

	
	They participate and contribute to the session.  They work WITH others with a view to problem solving together.  They recognise the contribution and worth of each individual.


	They arouse the feelings of inadequacy in others and don’t recognise their worth.   They feel they know it all and are superior to the rest (and will communicate this verbally and/or non-verbally).  


	6
	They are provisional (tentative)
	They are dogmatic (certainty)

	
	They are open minded to the extent they are willing to explore alternative points of view or plans of action.  
	They resist considering other points of view and are certain they themselves are on the ‘right’ path.  They don’t particularly engage in problem solving – but more interested in getting their view across.


The first question

Whilst all the characteristics in the right column all appear to negative, that doesn’t mean they are always inappropriate.  Depending on the circumstance, sometimes things like evaluation and control are appropriate.  Therefore, the first question you need to ask yourself is: whether the level of defensiveness is such that it is 
a) unhelpful, 
b) inappropriate and 
c) blocking further learning?

If yes, carry on reading.
How to use Gibbs’ six traits
· As an educator, you can use these characteristics to your advantage.  If you’re responsible for a new group of learners, encourage the set of characteristics in the first column of the table above (especially at the first educational session with them).  In this way you’re likely to reduce defensiveness to manageable levels – making future facilitation tonnes easier..
· If you’re running a session with a regular group where the group dynamics have become dysfunctional and strained, again, revisit this list.   Is there anything present from the second column that you can change back to the first column in order to restore a supportive and safe climate.
· If you’ve got a group where a number of individuals have certain less than desirable attitudes, then again consider revisiting this table as a means to setting the desired educational climate and regaining each individual’s support and trust in each other.

· If you’ve got an individual who always seem to be defensive whenever you give him/her any sort of feedback, revisit the table and figure out what’s going on.  Which characteristic do you need to work on to reset the educational climate and make future working and learning together better?
· What sort of educator are you?  You can use the table to reflect and figure out where you sit as an educator on each of the six characteristic levels.   If you’re on the right, I’m afraid you’re of the old style ‘authoritarian’ teacher school, and that needs to change if you’re serious about helping your learners.
References
1. Gibbs G (1988) Learning by Doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further Education Unit. Oxford Polytechnic: Oxford.

Dr. Ramesh Mehay, Programme Director, Bradford VTS (2010)


