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What is a Small Group?

UCC defines a small group as a cluster of about 4-12 people who gather regularly (2-4 times per month) to fellowship, study scripture, pray, and support each other in their Christian walk. Small groups generally have a designated leader who facilitates the group, meet in the home of a group member, and commit to meet together for a set number of weeks or months.

Why Small Groups?

The tagline “friends and faith” sums up the main purposes of small groups at UCC. Small groups are intended to provide members with a venue to develop friendships with other Christians that encourage them to grow in their walk with Jesus. At UCC, small groups are intentionally the main place where people are individually cared for, supported, and challenged to follow Jesus.

Small Group Leaders: Role and Expectations

In most UCC small groups the Leader is primarily responsible for facilitating group meetings and ensuring that members are cared for by the group. Tasks such as hosting the group, coordinating snacks, and planning special group outings are often shared by members of the group, although the Leader may need to set up these things initially.

Leaders should be spiritually and relationally warm. In terms of their faith, UCC Small Group Leaders are expected to be believers who are growing and have an active relationship with Jesus. Leaders should be current UCC members or planning on pursuing membership in the coming year. Relationally, Leaders should genuinely love people and have a willingness to care for the members of their group.

In addition to leading their group, Small Group Leaders are expected to regularly attend UCC worship services and attend UCC Group Life training events.

KEYS TO GREAT SMALL GROUPS

Group Hospitality

The best small group experiences feature heavy doses of hospitality, both in terms of the attitude of group members as well as the arrangement of the physical space. Here are some keys to mastering this essential element:

Hospitable Attitudes

· Welcome all participants when they arrive.

· Smile!

· Relax and make sure the group meeting is not a performance.

· Understand that people may need to stick around afterwards if they need to discuss an issue with another group member, receive prayer, etc.

Hospitable Environments

· Provide enough chairs or places to sit for everyone.

· Arrange the room in a circle so everyone can see everyone else.

· Turn off the house phone and all cell phones.

· Turn off the TV, stereo, etc.

· Providing water and tea is a nice touch, but not required.

· Set up a snack rotation and have people bring treats for after the meeting.

Meeting Structure

Typically, most groups follow a consistent pattern or schedule so that group members know what to expect. A common pattern is as follows:

1. Welcome/check-in/informal sharing

2. Opening prayer

3. Study/discussion

4. Sharing and prayer for each other 

5. Food/snack (or at beginning)

Stages of Group Development

As you know from your own experiences as part of a team, all groups go through stages of development. While much has been written about this topic in other places, here a few points bear mentioning.

· Your group will go through peaks and valleys. All groups go through different stages during their development—it is natural and appropriate.

· The initial period of group formation is critical. Members must be oriented to the group’s purpose, begin building trust, and develop commitment to each other and the group’s goals. 

· When new members are integrated into an existing group, many of the early stages of development must be revisited to ensure that everyone is on the same page.

· While most group meetings will be spent discussing the “curriculum” (a study guide, a scripture passage, etc.), from time to time it is a good idea to discuss how the group is going and to collect ideas for how to improve the group. 

Starting Strong

Starting a group out on the right foot is essential—you only get one chance for a first impression! Here are some suggestions for the first meeting:

· Lead the group in some sort of icebreaker activity or discussion. Make sure that everyone leaves the meeting knowing the names of everyone else!

· Set clear expectations about what the group is and what it isn’t. It may be helpful to mention that the group is about caring but not about therapy.

· Set up some clear ground rules or norms. Group norms can be about how the group runs and about how the group interacts. Some examples include:

· Meeting will start and end on time

· Try to arrive on time every week

· Let someone know if you can’t make it

· Share the air—give each other a chance to talk

· Respect confidentiality

· Early on, put systems in place such as:

· Snack rotation

· Rotation of host homes

· E-mail/phone list

· Birthday list

Facilitating a Small Group

As any classroom teacher can tell you, facilitating an effective group discussion is a challenging task that takes practice and experience. UCC doesn’t expect every leader to be an expert at group facilitation, but following these guidelines will make for a better experience for you and your group members:

· In general, it is best to balance the sharing. Few, if any groups will naturally hold discussions where everyone shares equally. This means that the Leader must pay attention to who is talking and who isn’t. 

· To get quiet members to participate more, try asking them questions directly, pairing up all participants and having them take turns responding to a set question, and lengthening your pauses after posing a question.

· To get vocal members to participate less, try posing questions directly to the less vocal members or doing a “whip around the circle” so that everyone gets one turn to speak. In addition, vocal members can be pulled aside privately after the meeting and asked to help the group leader elicit more participation from the quiet members. Once they are working together with the leader in this effort, they are likely to regulate their own contributions more closely.    

· While it is important to prepare for the meeting and be familiar with the passage or discussion guide, Leaders aren’t expected to be Biblical scholars! Don’t feel the need to have an answer to all of the questions—if you don’t know the answer to a question, throw it back at the group and work it out together.

· Be comfortable with “wait time.” Participants need time to hear your questions, understand what they mean, and formulate a response. If you notice that you are doing most of the talking, you probably need to pause longer and allow others to jump in on the questions you ask.

· One of your most important roles as a Small Group Leader is to model appropriate behavior, especially as it relates to sharing. The sooner you can go deep and model authenticity and vulnerability, the sooner your group will follow along and feel safe to be real with the group.

· Dealing with difficult people is challenging for any group leader. Since this topic is best dealt within the context of the specific situation, contact a member of the UCC Group Life Support Team for assistance in this area. 

Small Group Curriculum

While UCC allows small groups to select the material that they wish to study together, there are times during the year that groups are strongly encouraged to follow a set plan of church-provided curriculum in order to help members track with a special sermon series. For example, during a recent church-wide campaign focused on “40 Days of Community,” small groups were encouraged to use a DVD, study guide, and devotional guide provided by the church. To help groups find curriculum resources at other times, the UCC website features reviews of print materials, books, and other resources available for check out from the Group Life Library.

There are several possible approaches to group curriculum, each with its own strengths and weaknesses. Consider these factors when selecting the option that is best for your group: 

Small Group Curriculum Options

	TYPE
	PROS
	CONS

	Bible Study 

(With a study guide)
	· God’s Word produces spiritual growth

· Easy to lead group discussion using the study guide
	· Study guide focus and questions may be somewhat limiting to robust group discussion if followed too closely

	Bible Study 

(Without a study guide)
	· God’s Word produces spiritual growth

· Helps people learn to study scripture on their own
	· Some books of the Bible are difficult to understand without a study guide or expository references

· Members who are less familiar with the Bible may feel overwhelmed by people with lots of Biblical background

	Topical Study 

(Using a study guide that references Scripture)
	· Easy to adapt material and facilitate group discussion

· Topics can be selected to target specific interests of the group (such as parenting, forgiveness, etc.)
	· Can be a turn-off if members aren’t interested in the topic

· Discussions can veer away from Scripture if not intentionally connected

	Book Study

(Read and study a book like Mere Christianity or The Shack)


	· The right book can ignite interest and produce great discussions

· Can provide variety to a stale group
	· May require extra preparation for leader if no group study resources are available

· Long books can take several months to work through completely


Assistant Leaders

One priority for every leader should be to raise up an assistant leader. This not only provides partnership for the Leader in the work of guiding the group, but it also helps to develop new layers of leadership in your group and in the church. As your group begins to form (or before), select someone who has potential to be a good leader in the future and begin including them in your group planning, praying, and facilitating. Assistant leaders can be invited to Group Life Training events as well, and at some point during the year, you may want to “schedule a conflict” and leave your group entirely in the hands of your assistant for a week.

Ending Groups and Multiplying Groups

In the cycle of their development, some groups eventually face a point where it makes sense for the group to stop meeting. If you think your group may have reached this point, please work with a member of the UCC Group Life Support Team to ensure that your group members have a smooth transition into other small group options and to discuss effective ways to provide closure and celebration for everyone involved.

Other groups grow in numbers to the point where it makes sense to “multiply” from one large group into two or three smaller groups. These smaller groups allow for tighter relationships and more time for sharing. As in the case of ending a group, please work with a member of the UCC Group Life Support Team during your multiplication process. They will be able to share different options and strategies to help make sure that everyone finds a spot in the new arrangements.

Becoming a Small Group Leader 

UCC has a fairly simple intake process for those who wish to become Small Group Leaders. The three-step process involves:

1. Complete a simple written application, available from the UCC office.

2. Participate in a one-on-one follow-up meeting with a UCC Pastor.

3. Attend a Group Life Leader Orientation meeting.
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