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Group Agency Narrative:
At the American Association of Applied Linguistics (AAAL) convention in Denver, March 
2009, in front of the Merriot Tech Center Hotel, a colleague and I are chatting and 
eating our lunches. We are sitting on a sidewalk bench in front of the hotel entrance 
driveway in the sun. However, the sun moves, as it often does, and we find ourselves in 
the shade after a few minutes. So I get up and suggest that we move the bench “into the 
light” and I lift one end of the bench and my colleague the other and we move it a half 
meter into the warmth.

The day before I had been in the same 
place, at the same time, but alone and I 
had decided to go back into the hotel to 
finish eating to avoid the cold shadow. 
This day, however, I have a colleague, 
and the moving of the bench is really not 
so far, just to the middle of the sidewalk 
and not many people are walking by. And 
we do enjoy our conversation in the 
warm sun. But the sun moves again and 
we are again faced with another choice. 
It is only a few more feet into the sun, 
and so again we lift the bench off the 
sidewalk and into the street, which is 
not busy at all, only a few smiling taxi 
drivers parked 10 meters away. We laugh 
at our audacity and joke about perhaps 
continuing to move the bench until we 
cross the street. This playful proleptic 
imagining of the future actually does 
encourage us (gives us courage) to move 
the bench three or four more times, 
following the sun, until we are literally 
in the middle of the street. Now the taxi 
drivers are giggling at us, and friends 
returning from further-away lunches 
comment as they walk by. But we don’t 
care, there is safety in numbers, even as 
low as two.

When we are done, we get up to leave 
and walk half way back into the lobby 
before we realize we have left the 
bench in the middle of the street. 
Laughing, we run back out and return 
the bench to its original place, now in 
the cold shade.

***

Reflection:
The above episode exemplifies both 
group agency and solitary self-restricted 
choice. First of all, the fact that I 
wanted sun but was unwilling to / 
unable to/ not imagining the possibility 
to -- move the bench when I was alone 
on the first day and yet capable of doing 
it many times on the second day with a 
colleague suggests to me that I became/
become empowered when with others, 
that two people have more potential to 
act. Carol Dweck (2000) distinguishes 
between entity (unchanging state) and 
incremental (developmental) beliefs 
that one can have about one’s self. The 
first day I was not very resourceful and I 
accepted things as (I thought) they 
were, i.e. I did not seek other 
possibilities (entity thinking, unchanging 
state). On the second day, I was 
emboldened by my colleague and I 
sought different solutions, or pathways 
(Snyder ,Cheavens, & Sympson, 1997). I 
was more open to incremental 
development interacting with another 
mind.

Secondly, an element of this “developing 
we,” this incremental group agency, that 
perhaps is less available when alone is 
the playful imaginative that two people 
can provoke in each other and can help 
lead to more activism, agency, and 
hopefully better solutions (more 
evidence that play is healthy, cf., 
Wenner, 2009). Thirdly, suggestions seem 
far more possible and probable of 
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realization when verbalized in a group 
than alone (cf., languaging, Swain, 
2006). In fact, solitude seems to inhibit 
full verbalizations that bring ideas to 
their fruition. Fourthly, the togetherness 
and belongingness to groups, even pairs, 
seems to make people braver and more 
active (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). On 
the first day, I would have had to risk 
looking foolish alone; on the second day 
I had a conspirator in the mischief. In 
other words, I was subjected to 
aspiration contagion, with another 
person I wanted to be more than simply 
what I was, I was willing to dare to do 
something I would have thought absurd 
by myself. It reminds me of the line in 
James Brooks’ (2006) film “As Good As It 
Gets,” when the lead actor says, “You 
make me want to be a better man.” 
Generally speaking, being with people 
who we enjoy being with usually makes 
us want to be better people than we 
are. That small motivation may be one 
of the greatest driving forces of 
civilization, culture and community as it 
gives us more agency and permission to 
imagine. As Barchas (1986) asserted 
(cited in Snyder et al., 1997, p. 517), 
“over the course of evolution, the small 
group became the basic survival strategy 
developed by the human species.” Small 
groups are powerful not so much 
because the greater number of hands 
(although this does help) but rather the 
imagining of multiple minds realizing the 
potential of inter-mental collaboration.

How empowering it is when a co-learner 
makes us feel like we are a team 
working together. How empowering it is 
when we support each other, caring less 
about making mistakes and more about 
supporting each other and exploring and 
learning. We become daring and we do 
things we did not think we could do 
alone and we make “mistakes” but they 
are shared and often laughed away, 
harmless or even creative when 
committed by two or more.

Socialization into groups is very 
empowering for good and for bad. Things 
can, and tragically have, gone bad when 
the higher level motives are misleading, 
leading to genocide and other atrocities. 
However, in most circumstances 
belonging is an empowerment that 
benefits most of the culture and 
civilization and one major way it does 
this is through aspiration contagion; we 
all wish to do better for the benefit of 
our group. Granted I am jumping pretty 
far up the philosophical ladder going 
from two people moving a bench to 
civilization-building. But anthropologist 
Gregory Bateson always asked us to 
notice the “patterns that connect,” and 
for me this simple story of the bench 
gives me clues to better understand the 
four genetic domains of developmental 
change in sociocultural theory: 
microgenesis, the developmental history 
of mental processes; ontogenesis, the 
developmental history of a particular 
individual; sociocultural history, the 
developmental history of a particular 
social or cultural group; and 
phylogenesis, the developmental history 
of humankind. I think I am seeing group 
agency and aspiration contagion as 
primary moving forces in change at all of 
these levels.

***
Some Research Questions:
1. In what educational configurations do 
students have easier access to group 
agency? How can teachers help them 
form more supportive groups, make 
friends, and keep them on task? How can 
we help them realize that two-heads 
laughing are better than one stuck in the 
ground?

2. To what extent does becoming aware 
of others’ aspirations make them more 
probable, possible, or contagious?

3. How might we connect group agency 
and aspiration contagion to previous 
research on possible selves and imagined 
communities?
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I think we will most likely notice group 
agency and aspiration contagion first in 
ourselves as in the story above. 
However, I am eager to know how 
educators can encourage this in the 
classroom. When we have playful and 
supportive partners we dare more 
perhaps. If we have overly judgmental 
and evaluative partners, we often shut 
up and shut down. This is probably 
equally true for teachers, researchers, 
and students. It certainly is in sports 
(see below, University of Exeter).
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