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Professional Enquiry  
  
  
What happens when roles are introduced within group work in the classroom?  
  
Jenna Rossetti  
  
Group 4H   
  
  
Rationale  
  
As teachers and drivers of change, we aim to provide the best possible education for each individual 
child in our class, regardless of their social background or abilities. In Scottish schools today, the 
attainment gap is a major issue and closing the attainment gap and raising attainment is a common 
goal amongst all educational practitioners. According to Ellis & Sosu (2015), poverty-related 
attainment gaps are an issue for every school and every local authority in Scotland. By discussing 
our individual classroom settings we, as a group, acknowledged that the children in Scottish Index 
of Mass Deprivation (SIMD) categories 1 and 2 were less motivated and engaged in the learning in 
the class. This then gave us our main focus for our enquiry. We agreed to focus specifically on the 
effect of assigning group roles in co-operative learning tasks.   
  
Aims  
  
According to Astin (1977), students who are actively involved in the learning process are much 
more likely to become interested in the learning and make more of an effort to attend school. This 
historical view is still very relevant to learning and teaching today and we used this idea as the 
starting point for our enquiry. The aim of our enquiry was to find out what happens when roles are 
introduced within group work in the classroom. We focused on increasing the participation and 
engagement of children in SIMD groups 1 and 2.   
 
  
Methodology  
  
Over a four week period, a primary one class were observed during co-operative learning lessons in 
their Interdisciplinary Learning (IDL) topic. The children were divided into mixed ability groups of 
5 and all varied in SIMD category. These groups were changed on a weekly basis in order to gather 
as much information about as many children as possible. During the first observation in week one 
of the enquiry, pupils were not given a role or advice on how to manage working in a team. This 
was purely to observe the relationships between pupils and to give a clearer understanding of what 
children do naturally when working in a group.   
  
During the next two observations, roles were then introduced during co-operative learning tasks and 
it was evident that the children felt they had a part to play and a real responsibility. Each child had a 
role of either: Resource Manager, Cheerleader (Motivator), Time-keeper, Writer and Reporter. The 
children were given an explanation of each role and how to carry it out properly. During the 
learning, the children were closely observed and relevant interactions and observations were noted. 
Photographs were also taken to evidence the work the children were producing.   
 
The last observation for the enquiry was then changed to pairs. The children were given the roles of 
scribe and resource manager and both played the role of the reporter.  By giving both children the 
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role of the reporter, this gave them an opportunity to show their learning and indicate whether or not 
one child led the learning or both children actively participated.  
 
 
Findings 
 
In the first week of observations, it was evident that when there were no group roles and 
responsibilities, the more-able and more confident children took over the task. During this time, the 
children in SIMD 1 and 2 appeared to be less interested and engaged as other children were doing 
the work for them. This replicates the idea of various educational researchers who claim that often 
children can become ‘social loafers’ during group work activities and they tend to reduce their own 
personal input when performing as part of a group (North, et al. 2000). When these ‘social loafers’ 
were questioned on their participation, the general consensus was that they ‘did not understand’ or 
‘were listening’ despite it being evident that they were not. This was indicated by their lack of 
conversation, body language and attitude.  
 
In week two, after roles had been introduced, there was a notable difference in the atmosphere in 
the classroom. The children were focused on creating a life-size astronaut for their Space topic and 
each child had a role to play in the success of the task. It was evident that each child extremely 
enjoyed having a job to do and all tasks were completed with clear enthusiasm. The resource 
manager was evidently excited by his job at first and gathered all the adequate resources. However, 
it was noted that after he collected the resources, he became distracted and uninterested. This child 
gave the impression that because his job was complete, he did not have to do anything else. The 
cheerleader (motivator) was constantly encouraging the children and phrases such as ‘keep going’ 
‘we are nearly there’ and ‘we can do this’ were noted. The time-keeper was also cautious of the 
time and reminded the children that the timer was ‘almost done’. The ‘writer’ in this task was 
changed to the construction manager and this child took the role very seriously. During the 
observation the child was seeking advice on the task from various members of the group. The 
reporter also took the role very seriously and confidently explained to the rest of the class what they 
were doing and how they did it.  
 
During the week three observation, the same task was repeated and a different mixed ability group 
was used. Similar results and observations were noted and it was evident that some children enjoyed 
the task more than others. For instance, one of the more-able pupils was trying to take control of the 
whole task and delegating roles and rules. This was then causing arguments within the group. This 
also then had a knock-on effect on the children in SIMD groups 1 and 2 as they simply switched off 
and took a step back from the task. 
 
Lastly, the final observation focused on pairs and how they interacted and worked together. The 
results from these observations showed that both children were engaged and participated in the task. 
This is not only evident in the photographic evidence but during the reporting session, as both 
children had a chance to share their learning. During this time, both children answered the questions 
asked about their learning and were able to explain what they did. Children who usually shy away 
from answering out confidently discussed their learning.  
 
To finalise the enquiry, various children were asked what their thoughts were on working in a group 
and the following opinions were given:  
 
“I like working with my friends” 
 
“The other boys and girls help me” 
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“I prefer to work on my own sometimes”  
 
A survey was also carried out with the children in order to gain a clearer understanding of what type 
of learning they preferred. They were asked if they preferred to work as a group, in a pair or on their 
own and this survey was completed by 24 children.  
 
 
As we can see from the survey, most children said they preferred to work on their own in the class. 

However, the most significant finding from this survey was that the 6 of the 8 children that said 
they preferred to work in a group are in the SIMD categories 1 and 2. This evidently suggests that 
these children do feel they benefit from co-operative learning and having a part to play in a team. 
Regardless of the fact that throughout the enquiry, some of the children in the lower SIMD 
categories appeared to be disengaged, their opinions suggest that they feel safe working in a group 
of more-knowledgable others, rather than struggling through a task on their own. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
It cannot be denied that there was an improvement in how pupils interacted with each other during 
group work. It was evident that most children were engaged and motivated during the collaborative 
task, however this was not the case for all children. The products of the tasks were a success and 
most children, even those in SIMD catergories 1 and 2 did appear to be engaged and enjoying the 
task. By observing and noting various conversations and carrying out the survey, it was clear that 
some children enjoy working together more than others and some prefer to be in control of their 
own learning.  
 
Implications for Future Practice 
 
As a result of this enquiry, I will continue to manage co-operative learning lessons in this way. I 
will allow mixed ability groups to work together in order to increase the motivation and 
participation of all learners. I will also continue to use partner work in order for the children in 
SIMD categories 1 and 2 to work with someone more confident than them. This will allow 
Vygotsky’s More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) to come into practice and children to learn from 
each other (Werstch, 1995). I will also consider the issues that occurred during the enquiry and 
ensure that the children who tend to ‘take over’ experience less dominating roles in order to allow 
other children feel comfortable when taking on a role during group work.  
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