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Abstract

Though scholars have concluded small-group learning has multiple benefits for students, many
students strongly dislike working in groups. They resent when everyone in a group receives the
same grade, regardless of their individual contribution. According to Social interdependence
theory, groups’ structure determines (a) how individuals interact with each other, and (b) the
type of outcomes individuals generate (Johnson & Johnson, 2005). Cooperative learning studies
have found that students more conscientiously participate when they know their peers will assess
them. This has resulted in numerous measures for forming and assessing types of teams. Through
the lens of social interdependence theory, this study combines Oakley et al.’s (2004) Team Mem-
ber Evaluation Measures, Felder and Brent’s (2007) self-assessment of team function guidelines,
and Brown’s (1995) autorating system into one framework for creating and supporting effective
teams and showing the role substitutability, cathexis, and inducibility (Deutsch, 1949,1962) have
on effective team membership. These measures were piloted in three sections of an Ethics in
Sports Media class at a southwestern American university. Results showed this study’s substitut-
ability, cathexis, and inducibility measures predicted about 80% of students’ experience working
in groups, and about 70% of how peers assessed each other. These measures, however, could not
predict the team case study grade groups received.

'The Spring 2022, Fall 2023, and Fall 2025 semesters
marked the 11th, 12th, and 13th times, respectively,
this study’s author taught Ethics in Sports Media at
a southwestern American university. Prior to these
semesters, the author noted multiple instances when
small groups presented high-quality case studies, but
members later reported negative experiences working
with their groups. Someone had often done most of
the project by themselves, yet everyone came away
with the same score. By allowing “free riders,” or stu-
dents who make little to no contribution to the group

project score, earn the same grade as the team’s main
contributors, the instructor/author was essentially
rewarding academic misconduct (Dix, 2024). Educa-
tors must help students create and maintain effective
groups, and give students the ability to hold each oth-
er accountable.

In response to Halfhill et al.’s (2005) and Levine
and Moreland’s (2012) call for more research devoted
to assessing small group effectiveness, this study com-
bines Oakley et al.’s (2004) Team Member Evalua-
tion measures, Felder and Brent’s (2007) self-assess-


https://community.aejmc.org/smallprogramsinterestgroup/publications/journals

2« Reed, 4 Rubric for Sports Journalism Ethics Classes

ment of team function guidelines, and Brown’s (1995)
autorating system into one framework for creating,
supporting, and grading group projects. These mea-
sures were also used to assess the role substitutability,
cathexis, and inducibility have on students’ experienc-
es working in groups, and how they assess each oth-
er’s contributions. These measures were piloted during
the Spring 2022, Fall 2023, and Fall 2025 sections
of Ethics in Sports Media class, where students in-
terpret ethical issues through the lens of the Society
for Professional Journalists’ (SP]) Code of Ethics. The
semester’s summative assessment is to research an ex-
ample of something a sports journalist or sports me-
dia organization did that students considered unethi-
cal. In small groups, students examine these situations
through the lens of the SPJ principles and present the
case study to the class. Oakley et al’s (2004) Team
Member Evaluation measures and Felder and Brent’s
(2007) self-assessment of team function guidelines
were used to structure groups and measure substi-
tutability, cathexis, and inducibility. Students used
Brown’s (1995) autorating system to assess each oth-
er’s contributions to the group.

'The following paper contains a review of relevant
social interdependence theory, cooperative learning,
and autorating systems literature. Research questions,
methods, and findings sections follow, concluding
with a discussion section.

Literature Review

Though there are four major theories that have
been used to conceptualize cooperative learning, so-
cial interdependence has generated the most research
and procedures (Johnson & Johnson, 2015). Social
interdependence theory asserts that individual’s out-
comes depend on both their actions and the actions
of their group members (Johnson & Johnson, 1989).
Morton

Deutsch (1949) published the theory, but its con-
ceptual roots hail from early 20th-century Gestalt
Psychology. Gestalt Psychology posits that the human
mind perceives experiences as organized wholes, in-
stead of collections of individual parts. Koftka (1935),
for example, theorized that groups were wholes onto
themselves, with members having various degrees of
interdependence. Lewin (1948) developed the con-
cept further, proposing that a group’s interdependence
is essentially what makes a group a group. Changing
one group member influences the other group mem-
bers, Lewin (1948) said, and group members experi-

ence an “intrinsic state of tension” that motivates them
to accomplish the group’s common goals (Johnson &
Johnson, 2015, p. 7).

After serving in the U.S. Air Force as a psychol-
ogist and navigator during World War II, Deutsch
studied at the Massachusetts Institute of Technolo-
gy (MIT) under Lewin as part of Lewin’s Research
Center for Group Dynamics. Deutsch (1949) went
on to develop the theory of cooperation and com-
petition, which states that positive interdependence
exists when individuals’ goals positively correlate, and
individuals perceive that reaching their own goals de-
pends on other group members reaching their goals,
too. Positive interactions occur “when members help
and assist each other, exchange resources, give and
receive feedback, challenge each other’s reasoning,
and encourage increased effort” (Johnson & Johnson,

2015, p. 7).

Psychological processes: Substitutability,
cathexis, and inducibility

Positive interdependency influences group mem-
bers’ psychological processes (Deutsch, 1949, 1962).
There are three processes. The first is substitutability.
Substitutability is the extent to which one person’s ac-
tions can be substituted for another (Johnson & John-
son, 2015). The second process is cathexis. According
to the Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute (2024, para.
1), cathexis (kuh-THEK-suhs) is “the mental energy
a person invests in themselves, others, or objects. ... it
explains how we become attached to people, ideas, or
goals, and how that investment impacts our emotion-
al well-being.” Measuring cathexis requires assessing
group members’ perception of interpersonal support,
encouragement, and affective relationship quality. The
third variable is inducibility, or a person’s openness to
influence. This openness includes a person’s willing-
ness to accept input from others and to adjust their
behavior accordingly (Deutsch, 1949).

In the current study, Oakley et al.’s (2004) Team
Member Evaluation measures and Felder and Brent’s
(2007) self-assessment of team function guidelines
will be used to structure groups and to measure sub-
stitutability, cathexis, and inducibility. A composite
score, based on internal validity of substitutability,
cathexis, and inducibility, will be used to represent
these three concepts in a multiple linear regression
measuring how these concepts predict students’ group
experience.
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Cooperative Learning

According to Johnson and Johnson (1998), coop-
erative learning involves students working in teams
to accomplish a common goal that includes positive
social interdependence, individual accountability,
face-to-face promotive interaction, appropriate use
of collaborative skills, and group processing. Scholars
began applying social interdependence to U.S. educa-
tional settings in the 1980s. Johnson et al. (1981), for
example, published a meta-analysis on cooperative,
competitive, and individualistic goal structures’effects
on student achievement and productivity. The authors
confirmed Gillies’ (2016) findings: that cooperation
is more effective on individual achievement and pro-
ductivity than interpersonal competition and individ-
ualistic goals. Compared to teaching through lectures
and individual assignments, cooperatively taught stu-
dents, according to Felder and Brent (2009):

Tend to exhibit higher academic achieve-

ment, greater persistence through graduation,

better high-level reasoning and critical think-

ing skills, deeper understanding of learned

material, greater time on task and less dis-

ruptive behavior in class, lower levels of anx-
iety and stress, greater intrinsic motivation to
learn and achieve, greater ability to view sit-
uations from others’ perspectives, more posi-
tive and supportive relationships with peers,
more positive attitudes toward subject areas,

and higher self-esteem. (p. 1)

Struggling students are less likely to give up, and
successful students find gaps in their own knowl-
edge by having to explain concepts to other students
(Felder & Brent, 2009). Overall, small-group learn-
ing can result in longer information retention, deeper
levels of understanding, and enhanced communica-
tion skills among student participants (Springer et al.
1999; Terenzini et al., 2001).

"These benefits, however, are not automatic. In fact,
many students strongly dislike working in groups.
Compared to other assessment options, students rate
group work lowest in accuracy and fairness (Neto et

al., 2023).

Brown autorating system
Cooperative learning environment scholarship
has produced numerous measures geared toward
forming and assessing specific types of teams, such as
manufacturing, advertising, or sports (Ancona, 1990;

Ancona & Caldwell, 1992a, 1992b; Cohen & Bailey,

1997). Despite being applied in different industries,
these measures are alike in that they recognize the
importance of context, relationships, and external
environment on team success. For example, students
more conscientiously participate when they know
their peers will assess them (Brown, 1995; Felder &
Brent, 2009). Peer reviewing enhances students’ sense
of ownership and responsibility, requiring them to
assess how their own thinking and behavior contrib-
utes to a team’s goal (Lax & Fentiman, 2016; Nicol
& MacFarlane-Dick, 2009; Ocampo et al., 2023).
When trained to assess their own work and that of
their classmates, students’understanding of a project’s
learning outcomes have just as good, if not better, ef-
fects on students’ development than an instructor’s
assessment (Lax & Fentiman, 2016; Sharp & Dyrud,
2009).

Brown (1995) proposed a system for assigning an
individual score for each team member, based on their
group members’ assessment of their contribution and
that of each team member. For example, there are four
people in a group, and the instructor gave the group
a team score of 80%. If one student awarded them-
selves 87.5%, and their teammates gave them votes of
100%, 87.5%, and 87.5%, the instructor would take
the average of these four votes (90.62%) and divide
it by the team score (in this instance, 80%) to calcu-
late what Brown (1995) called an adjustment factor.
For this hypothetical student, 90.62/80 = 1.13. Then,
this adjustment factor is subtracted from the average
vote to calculate the student’s individual grade. In
this example, 90.62 - 1.13 = 89.23%. So, though the
team received 80% for its project, this student would
receive 89.23%. This same process is repeated for all
team members.

Research Questions

The instructor/author adapted Oakley et al’s
(2004) Team Member Evaluation measures,

Felder and Brent’s (2007) self-assessment of team
function guidelines, and Brown’s (1995) autorating
system to create one tool for forming and supporting
effective groups, for allowing group members to assess
each other, and for determining the extent to which
substitutability, cathexis, and inducibility predict
student outcomes. Combining social independen-
cy theory with effective team-building and peer-re-
view assessment literature shows the extent to which
students’ perception of substitutability, cathexis, and
inducibility influence team outcomes. This is import-
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ant because many students are resistant to working
in groups, citing negative past experiences, free riders,
and unfair labor divisions (Wong et al., 2022). This
resistance can undermine cooperative learning. To
determine students’ experience working in this group,
the following research question was proposed:

RQ1: To what extent do substitutability, ca-

thexis, and inducibility predict students’ over-

all experiences working in groups?

'This RQ_was explored through descrip-
tive statistics and a multiple linear regression
based on a questionnaire adapted from Oak-
ley et al. (2004) that students completed at
the end of the semester, after they presented
their case studies.

Cooperative learning is effective in high-

er education (Smith et al., 2005; Springer et
al., 1999) but group work does not always
reflect students’ contributions (Khuzwayo,
2018; Willmot & Crawford, 2007; Zhang &
Ohland, 2009). Cooperative learning entails
students being held individually accountable
for the complete content of an assignment
(Felder & Brent, 2009). When students are
not held accountable, they can become free
riders. Instructors are not necessarily able
to identify free riders by observation alone
(Willmot & Crawford, 2007). This means
students’ peer assessment of one another’s
contributions is a crucial component of team
effectiveness (Durdubas & Koruc, 2023; Kim
& Kim, 2012; Tassi et al., 2023). To deter-
mine the degree to which Brown’s (1995)
autorating system allowed students to assess
each other and, in turn, hold each other ac-
countable, the following RQ is proposed:
RQ2: What is the difference between the
team score individuals earned and the peer
review score they received from their group
members?

This RQ_ was examined through de-
scriptive statistics, an ANOVA, t-tests, and
Brown’s (1995) autorating system.

According to social interdependence
theory research, interdependence is measured
through substitutability, cathexis, and in-
ducibility. To determine the extent to which
these variables can predict students’ group
and individual outcomes, the following RQs
are proposed:

RQ3a: How do substitutability, cathexis, and
inducibility predict groups’ team scores?
RQ3b: How do substitutability, cathexis, and
inducibility predict peer-given scores?

These RQs will be explored through a
multilinear regression based on a question-
naire adapted from Oakley et al. (2004)’s
Team Member Evaluation Measures, Felder
and Brent’s (2007) self-assessment of team
function guidelines, and Brown’s (1995) au-
torating system. Students completed these
questionnaires after their first- and second
in-class meetings, and after they presented
their case studies.

Method

Ethics in Sports Journalism is a three-credit,
in-person class for sports journalism undergraduate
majors and masters students. For the Spring 2022 un-
dergraduate and fall 2025 masters classes, the author/
instructor put students in three-person groups. For
the Fall 2023 undergraduate class, students self-se-
lected into pairs. This was done to explore differences
between how two- and three-person groups respond-
ed to the adapted measures. Regardless of group size,
students chose which case study they wanted and
when they wanted to present. Groups could choose
their own case study or select one from a list of 28
case studies the instructor/author provided. The ru-

bric is included in Appendix A.

Measures
After teams formed, groups met in class to have
their first team meeting. During this meeting, teams
completed an open-ended questionnaire adapted
from Oakley et al. (2004).

* Team mission. What is the reason for this
group being together?

* Team goals. What are some specific team goals
or indicators of performance that we are striv-
ing to obtain for this project?

* Action plan. What do we need to do as a team
and as individuals to reach that goal?

* Strengths. What are our strengths as a group,
and how can we best utilize these strengths to
be successful? For example, what project-spe-
cific skills do each person bring that, in combi-
nation, will benefit us (e.g., good at organizing;
public speaking; building PowerPoints, pod-

casts, videos, or other media; research)?
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* Areas for improvement. What do I/we need to
improve to be successful (e.g., tendency to pro-
crastinate, to not communicate, to overwork
without asking for help)?

* Team support. What can I do to help support
my team?

* Team check-in. How often will I check in
with my group to let them know my progress?
By what means will I do this check-in (e.g.,
e-mail, text, in-person)?

* Interpersonal conflict. When conflicts arise
within our group, what will I/we do to resolve
the issues?

Two weeks later, teams met again during class,
completing a questionnaire adapted from Felder and
Brent (2007) asking them to rate their level of agree-
ment on a 5-point Likert scale (1 meaning strongly
disagree and 5 meaning strongly agree) on the follow-
ing statements:

* Our discussion was productive.

* We accomplished what I wanted us to accom-

plish.

* Everyone performed their role effectively.

* We communicated well with each other.

* We supported each other well.

* What does the group need to do to be success-
ful? (Write in.)

Social Independency Theory

After completing their presentation, students
completed the third and final questionnaire adapted
from Oakley et al. (2004). They were asked to rate their
level of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 being
strongly disagree, 5 being strongly agree) on a series
of statements that referred to either their group as a
whole or individual team members. For three-person
groups, students repeated the statements geared to-
ward specific individuals twice — once for each team
member. This study is unique in that these exit sur-
veys also measured substitutability, inducibility, and
cathexis. Though these three concepts are interrelated,
they were coded based on their dominant conceptu-
al focus, which is consistent with prior research on
social interdependence theory (Johnson et al., 1998).
For example, “We communicated well with each oth-
er” supports accomplishing tasks and group members.
It was coded as inducibility because it reflects open-
ness to influence and responsiveness (Deutsch, 1949;
Johnson & Johnson, 1989).

The statements, adapted from Oakley et al.

(2004), are listed by whether they were measuring
substitutional, inducibility, or cathexis. Their Cron-
bach alphas, which indicate measures’ internal consis-
tency, are also listed:

Substitutability (o = .850).

* One person usually did most of the talking.

* Each member did what they were supposed to
do to prepare for the presentation.

* 'This person attended team meetings, either in
person or virtually.

* 'This person made a serious effort to do the
work we agreed upon between team meetings.

* 'This person made an effort to fulfill their team
role responsibilities.

* 'This person attempted to contribute to group
meetings.

Cathexis (a =.719).

* The team used its time together wisely.

* We were prepared for our presentation.

* I enjoyed working with this group.

Inducibility (a = .812).

* Team members understood what they wanted
to accomplish.

* *Team members often interrupted each other
without listening to the person who had the
floor.

* Any issues we had were resolved.

* 'This person notified a teammate if they could
not attend a meeting or fulfill a responsibility.

* 'This person listened to teammates ideas’ and
opinions respectfully and gave them careful
consideration.

* 'This person cooperated with the group.

Students were also asked whether they had any

other comments or concerns they wanted to share
with the instructor/author, and a text box in which
they could record their comment or concern was in-
cluded. They repeated this process for each member of
their team. For the sake of privacy, students are iden-
tified by letters in this study (e.g., Student A, Student
B). The study received exemption from the author/
instructor’s university’s Institutional Review Board,

STUDY00003655.

Findings
There were 104 students in the study. Over-
all, 43 people (41.7%) were second-year students,
38 (36.9%) were masters students, 18 (17.5%) were
third-year students, and 4 (3.9%) were fourth-year
students. There were 60 students spread between 20
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Table 1. Regression Coefficients for Predicting Students’ Experience Working in Group

Variable B SEB B t p
Substitutability .006 .005 .064 1.365 175
Cathexis 294 .018 .865 16.178 <.001
Inducibility 016 .026 .034 623 534

Note. R? =.795, Adjusted R? =.789, F(3,97) = 125.488, p <.001

three-person groups. There were 44 students spread
between 22 pairs. The Spring 2022 and Fall 2025
classes were predominantly three-person groups, with
the exception of a two-person group in each section.
The fall 2023 class was all pairs, with the exception of
one three-person group. Overall, there were 77 male
students (74%) and 27 (26%) female students. Chi-
square test results showed statistically significant dif-
terences between year in school and the three classes,
x2(6, N = 103) = 135.158, p < .001. The majority of
students in the Spring 2022 group were third-year
students (13 of 23 students), most in the Fall 2023
class were second-year students (36 of 42 students),
and all 38 of the students in the Fall 2025 class were
masters students. Two students dropped out at the
end of the term and did not take the final exit survey.

RQ1 asked to what extent substitutability, ca-
thexis, and inducibility predict students’ overall expe-
riences working in groups. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5
being strongly agree and 1 being strongly disagree, stu-
dents’ average for the adapted Oakley et al.’s (2004)
Team Member Evaluation measures was 3.72 (SD
= .299). There were no statistically significant differ-
ences between male and female students’ answers, or
between semesters. The statements intended to mea-
sure substitutability, cathexis, and inducibility each
had acceptable alphas, so a composite score was made
for each concept based on students’ average scores for
said concept. A multiple linear regression was used
to test how substitutability, cathexis, and inducibili-
ty predicted students’ experiences working in groups.
The results of an ANOVA were statistically signifi-
cant, F(3,97) = 125.48, p < .001. The R2 was .795, in-
dicating that these measures could explain about 80%
of the variance in students’ experience working in
groups. Cathexis (i.e., “The team used its time togeth-
er wisely,” “We were prepared for our presentation,” I
enjoyed working with this group”) made a statistically

significant contribution to the model.

However, there were statistically significant dif-
ferences between semester, and levels of substitutabil-
ity, cathexis, and inducibility. The Fall 2025 masters
student class had a statistically significant higher
substitutability average (M = 5.32, SD = 3.62) than
the Fall 2023 group (M = 4.26, SD = .571), and sig-
nificantly higher cathexis (M = 4.75, SD = .537) and
inducibility (M = 4.89, SD = .388), respectively, than
the Spring 2022 group (M = 4.39, SD = .630, and M
= 4.60, SD = .583, respectively). There were no sta-
tistically significant differences between the fall 2023
and spring 2022 undergraduate groups.

RQ2 asked what the difference was between the
team score individuals earned and the peer-review
score they received from their group members. Over-
all, there was a statistically significant difference be-
tween the team scores groups received and semester,
F(2,100) = 4.524, p = .013. Students in the fall 2023
course (M = 89.52%, SD = 19.58) produced statistical-
ly significant lower quality case studies than students
in the spring 2022 (M = 97.74%, SD = 5.96) and fall
2025 (M =97.89%, SD = 8.19) courses. A t-test found

no statistically significant difference between students’

team scores (M = 94.44%, SD = 14.25), and the score
students earned from their peers (M = 94.37, SD =
9.45), t(101) = -.678, p = .499. However, results of an
ANOVA showed this varied significantly depending
upon the semester, F(2,100) = 3.69, p = .028. Students
in the Spring 2022 class earned peer-assessed scores
that were 6.52 points lower than the group case study
grade their team earned. For the Fall 2023 and 2025
classes, however, individuals’ peer assessed scores were
2.98 points and 1.82 points higher, respectively, than
the team scores they earned. For example, Students G,
N, and Q_were in a group together during the Spring
2022 semester. As a group, the team received a perfect
100% on their case study. But in the exit question-
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naire, Student G gave below-average ratings on sev-
eral measures, saying:

[Student N] was engaged the whole time.

[Student Q] only seemed to care when the

project was coming up and did not want to

engage until we said he had done nothing.

He seemed more keen on proving to us he

was not lazy rather than actually helping the

team.

Student N strongly agreed with Student G on the
measures, but did not give comments to contextualize
the experience as Student G did. The average peer-as-
sessed scores they gave Student G was 2.42 and 2.14
on a 5-point scale. This resulted in Student G receiv-
ing a final score of 45%. Without this peer-assessed
score, Students G, N, and Q_would have all received
100%, regardless of contribution.

In another example, Students R, K, and E were
in a group together during the spring 2022 semester.
They earned a team grade of 82.69% after choosing
their own topic, but it was one not specific to a sports
journalist’s or sports media outlet’s ethical mistake,
as was required. This led to the group missing points
throughout the presentation. In their exit question-
naire, Student R said Student E “hardly did anything
for the project. He kind of just rode our coattails. In
all honesty, [Student K] did the majority of the work.”
Student R went on to say that Student K wrote the
talking points and conducted most of the research,
and Student R added graphics and edited. But Stu-
dent E rarely opened the PowerPoint, Student R said
— adding that when confronted about it, Student E
told Students R and K he was “too busy.” Student R
found this to be an unacceptable excuse because they,
as students, are all busy. “Every time we were doing
a Zoom or talking about [the project], he was either
not there or checked out,” Student R said. This was
especially damaging to the group because when they
assigned tasks in the Week 1 team meeting (Oakley
et al., 2004), Student E was going to be responsible
for the PowerPoint. In the Week 3 check-in, Student
E said “work on the slideshow” as the top thing the
group needed to do to be successful (Felder & Brent,
2007).

For the Fall 2023 group, students’ overall assess-
ment of their group experience was statistically sig-
nificantly lower than the Spring 2022 group. But all
comments were positive, with the exception of Stu-
dent H4. Student H4 and V2 were partners in the
Fall 2023 class. On the day of their presentation, Stu-

dent V2 did not attend class. Student H4 ended up
giving the presentation alone. According to Student
H4's exit survey, “[ Student V2] had texted the day of
our presentation, after I had already presented, saying
that he thought we presented on Monday so he ‘was
not in a rush to look at the PowerPoint.”

'The Fall 2025 students reported the highest over-
all assessment of their group experience (M = 3.839,
SD = .217). Its substitutability, cathexis, and induc-
ibility were higher than the other groups also.

Student N5’ overall assessment was the sec-
ond-lowest of the entire sample, with a mean of 2.81.
He was in a group with Students M5 and O5, and
had contacted the instructor/author the night before
their presentation and asked for an extension. The
student recanted the email the following day, saying
they could present after all. Student N5 contextual-
ized the relatively low 2.81 experience:

I do think that this is a great assignment.

However, you will have some groups run into

the issue of one or more members not pull-

ing their weight, in which our case was [Stu-

dent O5]. He did his slides quite literally the

morning of the presentation, even though he
said he would do them the night before.

Student O5 said in his own questionnaire that he
was not “the best person to work with”:

I definitely procrastinated my work on the

presentation. I was able to get in everything

at the time of submission but I made my

workmates concerned by how late it was that

I did my part. I do think the work I did was

good it was just the timeline of my own sub-

mission that I was concerned about.

Though the group received a 100%, Student O5’s
peer-reviewed scores resulted in a final grade of a
71.40%. Students M5 and N5, received final grades of
89.1% and 97.35%, respectively, based on their peers’
assessment.

RQ3a asked how substitutability, cathexis, and
inducibility predicted groups’ team scores. Results of
a multiple linear regression were not statistically sig-
nificant, F(3,97) = 1.97, p = .123.'These three psycho-
logical processes could not predict the case study team
grade groups earned.

RQ3b, on the other hand, asked how substitut-
ability, cathexis, and inducibility could predict the
scores students’ peers ultimately gave them. Results
of a multiple linear regression was statistically signifi-

cant, F(3,96) = 75.59, p < .001. The R2 was .703. This
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Table 2. Regression Coefficients for Scores Students Received From Peers

Variable B SEB B T p

Substitutability 341 234 .082 1.455 149
Cathexis 2.677 970 169 2.759 .007
Inducibility 15.545 1.31 736 11.837 <.001

Note. Rz =.703, Adjusted R? = .693, F(3,96) = 75.593, p <.001

means the extent to which students perceived their
group members’ contributions to the group’s substi-
tutability, cathexis, and inducibility predicted the in-
dividual score they gave each other.

Discussion

As stated in the introduction, the Spring 2022,
Fall 2023, and Fall 2025 semesters denoted the 11th,
12th, and 13th times the instructor/author taught
this course. On multiple occasions, the instructor/
author learned that teams that appeared to be high
functioning were anything but functional. This dy-
namic helps explain RQ3a: The degree of substitut-
ability, cathexis, and inducibility group members per-
ceived their group to have did not influence the team
score groups received for their case studies, but it did
predict the scores they gave each other. This study
shows the role substitutability, cathexis, and induc-
ibility have on team dynamics and outcomes. Groups
could earn a high-quality grade, even if individual
members weren't pulling their weight. However, stu-
dents with poor experiences are less likely to want
to work in groups in the future (Abernethy & Lett,
2005). A benefit of the Brown (1995) autorating is
that students exhibiting these behaviors will be held
accountable for them, and thus, given the opportuni-
ty to self-reflect on how these traits influenced their
group. This is especially important as students prepare
to enter the workforce where teamwork is essential.

Also of practical importance is that, despite
choosing their own partners, students in the Fall 2023
semester had a worse overall experience than their
Spring 2022 and Fall 2025 counterparts. This echoes
past research on self-selected versus instructor-se-
lected groups, finding instructor-selected groups to
be more enjoyable (e.g., Feichtner & Davis, 2015;
Oakley et al., 2004; Obaya, 1999). What this study
contributes, though, is that case study quality is over-
all lower in self-selected groups than in instructor-se-

lected groups. This relates to Oakley et al.s (2004)
conclusions that self-selected groups are more likely
to be comprised of friends, and therefore, more like-
ly to cover for each other than to inform instructors
about failed participation or cheating.

Overall, this means the autorating dropped stu-
dents’ final grades during the spring 2022 semester —
despite students in this group producing, on average,
higher quality projects than the fall 2023 class. In fact,
only one three-person group in the Spring 2022 class
did not receive a perfect 100% as a team score. This
resulted in significantly higher average team scores
(M =97.74, SD = 5.96) than the Fall 2023 class (M
=89.52,SD = 19.58). Overall, the difference between
the team score groups received and students’ individ-
ual, peer-reviewed grade was less than a point. The
Brown (1995) autorating raised students’scores in the
Fall 2023 semester, despite Fall 2023 case studies be-
ing of lower quality. Twenty-seven of the 42 students
received a perfect 100% as a team score. However,
15 students’ team score was lower due to failing to
meet required elements, such as naming who all was
affected by the situation, not mentioning which SP]
value or values were violated (i.e., seek truth and re-
port it, minimize harm, act independently, and/or be
accountable and transparent), or not creating a pre-
sentation that was at least 20 minutes. Five students’
grades would have risen by as much as 31%. One stu-
dent’s grade would have dropped by 47%.

For the Brown (1995) autorating to do its job,
three-person groups in this sample were more effi-
cient than two-person groups. The instructor/author
recommends selecting groups for students, as opposed
to allowing them to self-select.

For the groups whose exit questionnaires sug-
gested group members did not contribute evenly,
the Week 1 and Week 3 questionnaires gave insight
into the reasons. The instructor/author recommends
instructors read the Week 1 and Week 3 question-
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naires in real time in order to troubleshoot. For exam-
ple, one of the questions during the Week 1 meeting
was, “What is the reason for this group being togeth-
er?” Student G, who was later critical of Student Q’s
contribution to the project, answered, “To love and
support Paul Pierce through his many bad decisions.”
'This is referring to a case study about ESPN firing
Pierce, a former NBA player, after videos of Pierce
under the influence with exotic dancers on Instagram
went viral in 2021 (Scott, 2023). By reading students’
answers soon after their completion, instructors can
possibly spot signs of a floundering group early and
redirect them.

In addition, if using Browns (1995) autorating
as students’ official case study grade, the instructor
would need to be able to follow up with students im-
mediately. For example, Student P reported a cathexis
score of 3.33.This was in the bottom 5% of reported
scores. However, in the comments at the end of the
questionnaire, she said, “I enjoyed the case study pre-
sentation!” This comment did not contextualize these
scores. In such instances, an instructor would need to
contact students such as Student P for clarification
before administering a final grade.

Though piloting these measures were insightful,
this study has limitations. The classes in which these
measures were piloted spanned three years, and in-
cluded both undergraduate and masters students.
However, these were the last three times the instruc-
tor/author was assigned to teach these classes. Also,
the raw numbers of how students responded to the
Oakley et al. (2004) measures can be misleading. Re-
gardless of group quality, some students still preferred
to work alone. Student F, for example, had a cathexis
rating of 4.0, which fell in the lowest 10% of report-
ed scores. This was due to him agreeing with several
positive statements instead of strongly agreeing. He
contextualized this in the questionnaire:

I'loved working the case study with my team-
mates. They were great people to work with,
but as [a] sports junkie and competitor at
heart, I love doing the work myself. I would
like to maybe see some case studies being re-
searched and presented individually.

A third limitation was that this study had only
one evaluation point after the initial meeting but be-
fore the final project. Scholars recommend having
multiple evaluation points as a way of addressing free
riders early (Brooks & Ammons, 2003; Sridharan et
al., 2018). According to Brooks and Ammons (2003),

a drop in evaluation source’s variance over two con-
secutive peer evaluations suggests an under-perform-
ing student has improved. The instructor/author will
compensate for this by incorporating peer evaluation
measures at both the mid-task and post presenta-
tion stages in the next iteration of this course (Dix,
2024). A fourth limitation is that students did not
rate themselves. The instructor/author did not have
students self-assess because past research on the ef-
fectiveness of self-assessment has found mixed results.
When self-rating, students may inflate their own
scores (Goldfinch, 1994; Willmot & Crawford, 2007;
Zang et al., 2008). If a generous student gives high-
er scores to others than what their group members
gave them, their own score will be downsized (Dix,
2024; Goldfinch, 1994). However, student self-rating
is also a component of self-reflection (Dix, 2024). In
the next iteration of the course, the instructor/author
plans to add self-assessment, modifying Oakley et al.’s
(2004) measures so that they read in the first person.

A future area of research this study did not take
into consideration was a more recent development in
peer evaluation, which is to give students the abili-
ty to “fire” an underperforming group member (e.g.,
Abernethy & Lett, 2005; Dix, 2024). In this meth-
od, performing students send a notice (e.g., e-mail)
to a nonperforming group member and to the course
instructor, outlining what the nonperforming group
member is required to do and by which date (Aber-
nethy & Lett, 2005; Dix, 2024). If the nonperforming
student fails to meet this requirement, they are “fired”
and receive a zero as a grade. The instructor/author
did not use this method because the purpose of the
Ethics in Sports Media course is not to create effective
groups and build team effectiveness but to “apply the
principles and laws of freedom of speech and press”;
“demonstrate an understanding of the multicultural
history and role of professionals and institutions in
shaping communities”; “apply critical thinking skills
in conducting research and evaluating information”;
“demonstrate an understanding of professional ethical
principles and work ethically in pursuit of truth, ac-
curacy, fairness and service to all people and commu-
nities”; and to build “skilled and culturally proficient
communicators capable of collaborating through
multicultural teams and understanding global per-
spectives” (“Principles of Accreditation,” 2025, para.
13). Though the final competency may be applicable,
the instructor/author was more focused on piloting
three measures from three disparate fields and deter-
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mining their success while creating this study.

Future research could also incorporate audience
participation as a layer of peer assessment. Though
outside of the purposes of the current study, the in-
structor/author also has students watching case
study presentations complete an audience feedback
questionnaire after each presentation. In this ques-
tionnaire, students are asked to rate, on a scale of 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) their level of
agreement with five statements: “The presenters are
knowledgeable about the materials;” “The presenters
clearly presented the subject material;” “The present-
ers conveyed enthusiasm for the material;” “The pre-
senter(s) encouraged audience input and discussion;”
“Because of this presentation, I know something
about the subject I did not know before coming to
class today.” On the last day of class, the instructor/
author honors groups whose case studies garnered
the three highest feedback scores, called “The People’s
Choice Awards.” The instructor/author also keeps an
all-time list of the course’s most highly rated presen-
tations and shows the class the list when introducing
students to the assignment. This is done so students
can see examples of quality case studies and for stu-
dents to understand they are part of a larger school
tradition. However, these measures and/or their va-
lidity need to be modified. Multiple students have
been caught completing these forms before groups
even present, giving groups perfect scores of 25. One
student in the Fall 2023 class actually completed au-
dience feedback for the presentations that never hap-
pened—class had been canceled that day. This was a
violation of the school’s Academic Integrity Policy
and defeated the purpose of the audience feedback.
Creating more valid peer-review audience feedback
measures is the next step in this research.
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Appendix A:
Case Study Rubric

'The instructor/author grades the case study based
on the following elements:

Facts of the case/story. This includes the who,
what, where, when, and why of the story. What is
the news organization or sports journalist involved?
When and where did this incident occur? Why did
this happen?

Ethical issue(s) involved. Which SP] value or val-
ues were violated (i.e., Seek truth and report it, mini-
mize harm, act independently, and/or be accountable
and transparent)?

Stakeholders. Who was affected by this incident?

Arguments PRO. Why might the sports journal-
ist or news organization have done this?» What might
they have been trying to achieve?

Arguments CON. Why should the sports media
organization or sports journalist have not done this?

Your decision. What would you do to address this
situation?

What happened: What did the news organization
or sports journalists do in response to this situation,
it anything?

Reaction. What was the public reaction, if any?

Questions for the audience. How will you en-
gage the audience? What do you want the audience
to consider when wrapping their heads around this
case? Plan in-class activities that will engage your
classmates.

Time. Presentations, including audience participa-
tion, must be at least 20 minutes.

Sada J. Reed’s research explores how sports journalists
do their job, particularly how their routines and practices
shape the content they create. Examples include challenges
associated with sports journalists’ use of social media, hero
mythology, and source selection in content creation, as well
as role conflict and differences between how American and
Russian sports journalists cover athlete doping scandals.
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