Coping with Hitchhikers and rible teachersAt first you felt sorry for him—but
recently you've begun to wonder if Jack is using

Couch Potatoes orfeams you.

Jack speaks loudly and self-confidently when you

try to discuss his problems—he thinks the problems

are everyone elsefault. He is so self-assured that

you cant help wondering sometimes if Beight.

You will usually find your university teammates
as interested in learning as you are. Occasiqradiy-
ever you may encounter a person who creatdicdif
ties.This handout is meant to give you practical advice
for this type of situation.

To begin with, lets imagine you have been as- Your group finally was so upset they went to dis-

ss the situation with Professor Distracted. He in turn

. : c
signed to a combined homework and lab group tl%l : ay

:  Ma alked, along with the group, to Jack, who in sincere
semester with three others: Marenry and Jack. Mary %nd convincing fashion said he hadeally understood

's okay—shes not good at solving problems, but sh hat everyone wanted him to do.. Distracted said

tries hard, and she willingly does things like get ext bl tbe th i icat
help from the professorlenry is irritating. Hes a nice € problem must be the group was not communicating
guy, but he just doesnput in the ebrt to do a good effectively. He noticed you, Maryand Henry looked

’ angry and agitated, while Jack simply looked bewil-

job. He'll sheepishly hand over partially worked hom : .
{NOI’k problemg an()j/ confess topspend)?ng the week eded, a little hurt, and not at all guiltywas easy for
r. Distracted to conclude this was a dysfunctional

watchingTV. Jack, on the other hand, has been noth- q t fault bably Jack least
ing but a problem. Here are a few of the things Jagjoup. and everyone was at fault—probably Jack leas

or all.
has done: .
The bottom lineYou and your teammatesealeft

lﬂglding the bag. Jack is getting the same good grades
as everyone else without doing any work. Oh yes—he
managed to make you all look bad while he was at it.

* When you tried to set up meetings at the begi
ning of the semestedack just couldi’meet, be-
cause he was too busy

e Jack infrequently turns in his part of the homeworb\/h : ; . ;
” at this group did wrong: Absorbing
When he does, &almost always wrong—he ob-="" o ‘absorbegroup. From the very be-

}[/P:?r? gs Iéllo?/r/)r? ?rt] ;E[Jlsct) oeknsollijlgehvfllcr)?lf to scribble Somainning they absorbed the problem when Jack did some-

. Jack has never answered phone messilgesn thing wrong, and took pride in getting the job done
you confront him, he denies getting any messag atever the cosHitchhikerscounton you to act in a
You e-mail him l')ut he't0o busy to answer self-sacrificing manneHowever the nicer you are (or

: . . the nicer you think you are being), the more the hitch-
e Jack misses every meeting—he always promi Q i : . :
he'll be there, but never shows up. Shll%Gf will be able to hitchhike their way through the

e His writing skills are okaybut he cart’'seem to do u_nive_rsity—and through Iife_. By absorbing_ t_he
anything right for lab reports. He loses the draﬂhltchhlker‘s problems, you are inadvertently training

doesnt reread his work. leaves out tables. or doé e hitchhiker to become the kind of person who thinks

something sloppy like write equations by hanét. Is all right to take credit for the work of others.

You've stopped assigning him work because you

don't want to miss your professestrict deadlines. E/:]/ha,[ this group should have done:

irr oring
It's important to reflect back the dysfunctional
behavior of the hitchhikewso the hitchhiker pays the
This essay is a brief, adapted version fronTékesTwo toTango: price—not you. Never accept accusations, blame, or
How ‘Good’ Students Enable Problematic Behavior ingjicism from a hitchhikerMaintain your own sense

Teams,” Barbara Oakleyournal of 8ident Centered . . . . . .
LearningVolume 1, Issue 1, Fall, 2002, pp. 19-27. of reality despite what the hitchhiker says, (easier said

e Jack constantly complains about his fifty-hour wor
weeks, heavy school load, bad textbooks, and t
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than done)Show you have a bottom line: theare

limits to the behavior you will accepElearly com- People like Jack can be skilled manipulators.
municate these limits and act consistently on them. By the time you find out his problems are negad-
example, here is what the group could have done: ing, and he himself is their cause, the semester has ended

and he is dfto repeat his manipulations on a neww-
When Jack couldibfind time to meet in his busy suspecting group.t& allowing these dysfunctional
schedule, even when alternatives were suggestealterns early in the game—before the hitchhiker takes
you needed to decide whether Jack was a hitadvantage of you and the rest of your team!
hiker. Was Jack brusque, self-important, and in a
hurry to get away7Those are suspicious signsHenry, the Couch Potato
Someone needed to tell Jack up front to either find  But we havert’ discussed Henry yeflthough
time to meet, or talk to the professor Henry stood up with the rest of the group to try to battle
If Jack turns nothing in, his name does not go @gainst Jack'irrational behavighe hasrt'really been
the finished work. (Note: if you know your teampulling his weight. (If you think of yourself as tired
mate is generally a contributdtris appropriate to and bored and really more interested in watcHixg
help if something unexpected arises.) Many prthan working on your homework—everyone has had
fessors allow a team to fire a student, so the wouttnes like these—you begin to get a picture of the couch
be freeloader has to work alone the rest of the g®tato.)
mester Discuss this option with your instructor if You will find the best way to deal with a couch
the student has not contributed over the coursepattato like Henry is the way you deal with a hitchhiker:
an assignment or two. set firm, explicit expectations—then stick to your guns.
If Jack turns in poorly prepared homework or laAlthough couch potatoes are not as manipulative as
reports, you must tell him he has not contributddtchhikers, they will definitely test your limits. If your
meaningfully so his name will not go on the sublimits are weak, you then share the blame if you have
mitted work. No matter what Jack says, stick tdenry’s work to do as well as your own.
your guns! If Jack gets abusive, show the professor
his work. Do this the first time the junk is submitBut I've Never Liked Telling PeopleWhat
ted, before Jack has taken much advantage—totDo!

after a month, when you are really getting frustrated.  |f you are a nice person who has always avoided
Set your limits early and high, because hitchhikeggnfrontation, working with a couch potato or a hitch-
have an uncanny ability to detect just how mugiiker can help you grow as a person and learn the im-
they can get away with. portant character trait of firmness. Just be patient with
If Jack doesr’respond to e-mails, answer phongourself as you leariThe first few times you try to be
messages, or show up for meetings, tavEste firm, you may find yourself thinking—‘but now he/she
more time trying to contact him. (It can be helpfulyon't like me—it's not worth the pain!But many
particularly in industryto use e-mail for contact-people just like you have had exactly the same troubled
ing purposes, because then a written record is avadlaction the first few (or even many) times they tried to
able about the contact attempt. Copying the e-mp# firm. Just keep trying—and stick to your guns! Some-
to Jacks supervisor or other important people cafay it will seem more natural and you wofeel so
often produce surprisingly fective results.) guilty about having reasonable expectations for others.
Keep in mind the only one who can handle Jackn the meantime, you will find you have more time to
problems is Jacklou cant change him—you can spend with your familyfriends, or schoolwork, because

only change your own attitude so he no longer tak@su arent doing someone elsejob along with your
advantage of you. Only Jack can change Jackgwn.

and he will have no incentive to change if you do
all his work for him.
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Common Characteristics thatAllow a other team. (¥u cannot move to another group on your
Hitchhiker to Take Advantage own.)Your professor will probably ask some questions

Unwillingness to allow a slacker to fail and subs@€fore taking the appropriate action.
guently learn from their own mistakes. . .
Devotion to the ideal of ‘the good of the team’—l‘alter On__OUt on the job and in your

without common-sense realization of how this cd#ersonal life

allow others to take advantage of you. Sometimes You will meet couch potatoes and hitchhikers
you show (and are secretly proud of) irrational loghroughout the course of your professional career

alty to others. Couch potatoes are relatively benign, can often be firmly
You like to make others happy even at your owdlided to do reasonably good work, and can even be-
expense. come your friends. Howevgritchhikers are completely
You always feel you have to do better—your bedifferent people—ones who can work their way into
is never enough. your confidence and then destroy it. (Hitchhikers may
Your willingness to interpret the slightest contriinfrequently try to befriend you and cooperate once
bution by a slacker as ‘progress.’ you've gained their respect because theyteaahipu-

You are willing to make personal sacrifices so &€ you. Just because they've changed their behavior
to not abandon a hitchhiker—without realizing yotpwards you, howevedoesnt mean they wor’con-

are devaluing yourself in this process. tinue to do the same thing to others.) Occasionally
Long-sufering martyrdom—nobody but you couldcolleague, subordinate, supervistoiend, or acquain-
stand this. tance could be a hitchhikéf this is the case, and your
The ability to cooperate but not delegate. personal or professional life is beindeated, it will
Excessive conscientiousness. help if you keep in mind the techniques suggested

The tendency to feel responsible for others at tRBOVe.
expense of being responsible for yourself.

A related circumstance: you’re doing all
the work

As soon as you become aware everyone is leav-

ing the work to you—or doing such poor work that you
are left doing it all, you need to take action. Many pro-
fessors allow you the leeway to request a move to an-
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