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Rationale 

There is a current major focus on the attainment challenge within education today.  Our 
Inquiry group chose to look at more specific ways of learning and teaching that will 
contribute to closing the attainment gap.  Having experimented with cooperative learning at 
beginners level throughout the probation year the group agreed that this was an area of 
interest to us all and one which we wanted to explore in more detail.  More specifically, our 
chosen line of inquiry was to see if introducing group roles into co-operative learning would 
increase pupil engagement and participation.   

Aims 

The fundamental aim of this Inquiry was to see if assigning group roles has an impact on the 
motivation and participation of pupils in lower SIMD groups.  The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation Report (2014) calls for schools across Scotland to ‘adopt evidence based 
approaches in learning and teaching and support educators to measure impact’. 

Methodology 

The Inquiry was carried out over a four week period on an S1 Home Economics class that 
was split into 4 groups.  Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (1978) suggests 
learning succeeds with the help of an adult or more knowledgeable peer; having researched 
this work the group decided on mixed ability groups for the duration of the study.  In the first 
week pupils were put into their mixed ability groups and each group was allocated a subject 
area.  However, for weeks 1 and 2, no specific roles were allocated and there were no 
instructions as to how their group work should be carried out.  In weeks 3 and 4 roles were 
introduced.   

Having looked at the work of Johnson, Johnson and Smith (1991), and having given careful 
consideration to the individual pupil profiles within the class, roles were selected.  These 
roles were scribe, checker, resource manager and time keeper.  In addition to this a reporter 
role was given to a member of the group towards the end of the task.  Having researched 
Dylan Wiliams work on Individual Accountability, one of the five basic elements of co-
operative learning, he points out that if a reporter is selected at the beginning of the task it 
allows other members of the group to sit back and not put in as much effort as they know that 
they aren’t the one having to speak out and report back to the class.  Wiliams insists that the 
group requires both individual accountability and shared group goals in order to be effective. 

When the roles were introduced pupils were given an explanation as to what was expected 
within each role and were told that their role would change for the next lesson in order to 
keep the group work varied.  At the end of the study comparisons were able to be drawn from 
the work produced in weeks 1 and 2 compared to weeks 3 and 4 when the roles were 
introduced, with focus on engagement and participation of lower SIMD pupils.   

The group selected three data collection methods that would provide evidence for the study.  
These were:  



• Marking pupils work 
• Observations 
• Pupil voice 
• Photographs. 

Findings  

A3 posters that the groups were working on across the study provided a quick visual 
comparison between weeks 1 and 2 and weeks 3 and 4, when the roles were introduced.  It 
could be seen that there was evidence of links within learning and there was more attention to 
detail and information given in work produced in weeks 3 and 4.  In weeks 1 and 2 some of 
the work was untidy and it was clear to see that not all pupils had contributed to the task. 

Observation was carried out over all lessons within the Inquiry period.  To help with this task 
a shortlist of what was being observed was drawn up.  This consisted of pupil behaviour, 
social skills and depth of understanding through verbal exchanges between pupils.  In weeks 
1 and 2 when the class were first put into their groups there were the usual complaints as 
expected when pupils were being moved out of their comfort zone.  The disposition of the 
pupils was huffy and they had the attitude of ‘do we have to do this?’  Of the 4 lower SIMD 
pupils whom were being observed more closely only one of them seemed interested in the 
task that was set.  The other 3 were either happy to sit back and watch others in the group 
complete the task or were disengaged and day dreaming.  By weeks 3 and 4 when the roles 
were introduced pupils were observed listening to one another more intently as well as all 
individually contributing to the task.  There was a much more organized feel to the lesson and 
pupils were starting to grasp the idea of ‘sink or swim together’ to complete the task 
successfully.  The role of reporter being assigned towards the end of the task meant that each 
pupil had to participate fully in the task so that if they were chosen to be reporter they would 
know what to say.  When this role was allocated pupils were observed providing support and 
encouragement, especially to those who find social interaction more difficult and tend to 
avoid speaking out in class.  This evidence is supported by Slavin (1983) who stated that the 
success of cooperative learning is the positive motivational impact of peer support for 
learning. 

The following data is just some of the extracts from teacher/pupil discussions after the group 
task.  This provided closure of the task and acted as a way of evaluation of the co-operative 
learning lessons.  Pupil Voice:   

“I liked that we all needed each other to complete the task.”  Pupil A (lower SIMD). 

“I felt better about talking out in the class because we came up with our answers together.”  
Pupil B. 

“Everyone had their own job to do to make it work.”  Pupil C (lower SIMD) 

“I learned more about the topic because we were sharing ideas”.  Pupil D. 

“It was fun listening to the other groups reporting back.” Pupil E. 

“I got more work done that I ever do!”.  Pupil F (lower SIMD) 

 



 

Conclusions 

In conclusion the study has shown that, for the majority of pupils who were observed from 
this S1 class, the cooperative learning roles being introduced had an overall positive impact 
on participation and engagement.  Pupils were able to foster good relationships with each 
other and, once the task was set, the teacher was able to act as a facilitator rather than a 
lecturer. Of the lower SIMD pupils whom there was more focus on, all 4 displayed higher 
levels of engagement and there was distinct evidence of improved social skills. 

Implications for Future Practice 

As Cooperative learning and roles are still a fairly new concept to most pupils it could be 
suggested that this in itself could have had an impact on the findings of increased motivation.  
If cooperative learning was implemented more frequently and was less of a novelty to pupils 
it could provide different results.  In future it could be suggested that if such a study were to 
be carried out again it could be done over a longer period and with various classes for more 
collective results.   

With greater focus on raising attainment and measures being devised and put in place to help 
close the gap, this study has shown that cooperative learning should certainly play a big part 
in learning and teaching to help increase participation and motivation. 
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