
The Impact of Hyper-bonding:  

Exploring Student Relationships Within Courses 
  

While instructors of close student cohorts are resoundingly positive in their response to the benefits and 

pleasures of teaching a tight-knit group of students, attention to less productive outcomes resulting from 

“hyper-bonding” have influenced more thoughtful instructional approaches to student cohorts. At its most 

negative, hyper-bonding can result in: 

 

 Group-prompted separation from other students 

 Disruptive behavior in class. 

 Groupthink. 

Antagonistic relationships with instructors 

 

Learning community studies over the past decade are predominantly encouraging in their presentation of 

the effects of group-bonding on students’ academic performance and satisfaction with school. Students 

who interact with a cohort in and outside class tend to be more comfortable engaging in class discussions, 

more enthusiastic learners, and less likely to leave school.  

 

Student cohorts promote greater critical thinking and contextual learning, skills that are increasingly 

important in the information age (Bredemeier et. al).  

 

However, some unintended results of student cohorts have recently begun to garner broad attention.   

These impacts—while often easily addressed—are equally important to consider.   It’s also crucial to note 

that hyper-bonding behaviors occur in groups of all kinds: sports, clubs, primary & secondary classes, and 

in the workplace (to name a few). 

 

  

 

The term “hyper-bonding” was coined in the early 90’s to describe intensely close relationships among 

students in learning communities that can result in unproductive behaviors in class. While instances of 

hyper-bonding are most prevalent in learning communities and linked-courses, the phenomenon can occur 

in any class where a number of students develop—or enter the class with—tight social bonds. In 2007, a 

learning communities list-serve pinpointed many of the negative symptoms associated with hyper-

bonding, including group absences from class, “rowdy” students disrupting class time,  

rapidly-spread misinformation about coursework, tensions from the social realm spilling over into class, 

and groupthink discouraging independent thinking in discussion or course projects. Another potential 

drawback is that cohort students can miss opportunities to authentically interact with older students or 

other students outside the cohort, leading to more sustained “high school” behaviors and occasionally the 

overt exclusion of students outside the group.  

 

In addition, Maher describes students’ potential to develop a sense of “group agency” in cohort situations, 

an outcome that can be both positive and negative. Students recognize that they can act in unison to 

influence course dynamics and policies, a realization that can be an important learning experience for 

students, but can also lead to confusions or resentment between instructors and students—sometimes 

resulting in a strong “us vs. them” mentality for both students and teachers. Maher recommends that 

instructors lead early discussions with students  to solicit ideas on avoiding negative group dynamics.  

 

Hyper-bonding can result in more extreme cases of groupthink, in which a number of students modify 

their thinking patterns to align with the dominant thinking of the cohort. Students with strong 

personalities often become the leaders in groupthink, at times diminishing the expression of multiple ideas 

in class. Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott point out that students can be especially reluctant to rock the 

boat and jeopardize the social cohesion of the cohort through any kind of deviation. Students often see  

 

 

even healthy disagreement as “painful, undesirable, and the mark of an unsuccessful classroom 

community;” it can be very difficult for instructors to help young students recognize the value of conflict 

and divergent views in close communities (361).  

 



In his article “Learning Communities Can Be Cohesive and Divisive,” Jaffee suggests that some negative 

hyper-bonding behaviors in class extend from instructors’ inexperience with tight student cohorts. In most 

classes, he argues, students do not know each other well, and this “stranger effect” gives the instructor an 

automatic reign on communication flow in the classroom. Jaffee’s research on learning communities 

reveals that behavioral problems with hyper-bonding occur more in classrooms where instructors 

predominantly lecture or fail to help students develop productive approaches to discussion and class 

dynamics.  

 

The truth is that instructors are not alone in possessing little experience with managing this type of 

community. Students, too, come from high school structures in which social and academic goals remain 

largely discrete—and the complexity of their integration into the college cohort is compounded by their 

introduction to the modes of critical thinking and discussion expected in college coursework. For many 

students, learning to negotiate their membership in the cohort both academically and socially is new and 

exciting—but also challenging work. Instructors, then, share a responsibility to teach students to build  

communities that are inclusive and productive.  

 

The following ideas can help create positive communities in class; some are more conducive to smaller 

courses, although many can be modified for large courses. 
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Incorporate more serious contexts for students to bond, such as service learning projects 
 

Build clear social contracts with students in the beginning of the class. Within the first several weeks, 

brainstorm the possible results (both positive and negative) of a tight-knit social community in class, 

along with possible approaches to problems.  
 

Create guidelines for class discussion with student input; be consistent in helping students learn to 

recognize and engage in critical, democratic discussion.  
 

Avoid slipping into a quasi-parental front against the students, which can lead to greater division.  
 

Emphasize active learning in class. Build in group work, brief student presentations, and student-

directed research.   
 

Ask for student feedback on the course and their evolution in grasping and applying concepts on a 

regular basis. Some approaches include conferences, project assessments, or short-writes in class.   
 

Look for opportunities to interact with students outside the classroom. Offer to lead a study session 

in the dorms, invite students to your house for a meal and some kind of enrichment discussion or 

activity. 
 

If students live together in the same residence hall, consider making a connection with the students’ 

residence assistant. The RA can be a valuable resource in teaching students to create effective 

bridges between their social and academic worlds. 
 


