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Rational 

Cooperative Learning is one of the key outcomes of Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence; 
with the aim of helping learners develop skills, knowledge and understanding in more depth 
(The Scottish Government, 2004). When students work in small groups to uncover the 
answers themselves, they go through a learning process that results in an enriched 
understanding of the material and a higher retention rate. (Stanford University, 1999).  In 
accordance with this knowledge, teachers strive to facilitate – rather than dominate – the 
learning process, through cooperative learning activities. However, students do not innately 
know how to function as an effective group member; this is a skill that can be both taught and 
learned. (Johnson, Johnson and Smith, 2006).  Without this knowledge, students may 
encounter feelings of frustration and upset when asked to complete group work activities 
(Jackson, 2015). Wiliam and Leahy (2012) state that cooperative learning in the classroom 
works when you have two things: 

1. group goals; in which students are working as a group rather than just working in a 
group 

2. individual accountability; in which every student is individually accountable as well 
as collectively accountable. 

Wiliam and Leahy state that when these two conditions are met, the speed of student learning 
is approximately doubled and, in addition, students experience a higher level of achievement 
and greater sustained engagement.  He advocates the use of group roles in order to achieve 
these conditions. 

Aims 

The aims of the following enquiry were to investigate whether the implementation of group 
roles influences: 

• group productivity during cooperative learning tasks 
• group harmony during cooperative learning tasks 
• pupils’ enjoyment of group tasks. 

Methodology 

The research was undertaken in a Primary 5 (P.5) class over a two-week period, with pupils 
participating in two cooperative learning tasks. Groups were mixed-ability with the intention 
that the higher-ability children would be able to scaffold the lower-ability children.  During 
the first of these sessions, pupils were not assigned roles, and their ability to assign roles was 
not discussed. However, the student participants in this study has taken part in cooperative 



learning tasks previously, in which group roles were assigned.  During the second task, pupils 
were assigned roles. Roles assigned were: 

• Time keeper  
• Air traffic controller  
• Resource manager  
• Encourager  

The role of reporter was not assigned, as Wiliam and Leahy (2012) states that doing so is not 
conducive to creating a group in which individual accountability is generated.  Furthermore, 
it was found that the attention and work-rate in those who knew that they would not be called 
upon to report attention significantly dropped. 

Prior to the commencement of the first cooperative learning activity, students were asked to 
complete a short questionnaire to gauge their enjoyment of group work, in comparison to 
independent work and, further, were asked whether they believed that they learnt better in 
teams, than by themselves (Appendix 1).  Strange et al. (2003) state that self-completion 
questionnaires are extensively used to collect data in educational research and is a research 
methodology which can deliver meaningful data.  To control for the influences of social 
desirability, students were instructed not to mark their name on their questionnaire.  
Following the completion of the second task, the students were asked to complete a similar 
questionnaire which had two additional questions; whether they preferred working in a group 
with assigned roles, in comparison to when they worked in a group without these roles, and 
whether they felt they worked better as a group when they were assigned specific roles to 
complete (Appendix 2). 

During the completion of both the first and second task, the researcher made observational 
notes focused on whether each child was participating in the task, and whether they were 
engaged in the task, to measure whether there was any difference in pupil engagement 
following the designation of group roles.  In addition, the researcher also noted the number 
and nature of any group conflicts, to measure whether group harmony improved following 
the introduction of group roles (Appendix 3). 

Following the completion of both tasks, children were asked to complete a short evaluation in 
which they were asked to record their learning, their enjoyment of the experience and 
whether they believed that their team worked well together (Appendix 4). 

Findings 

Following analysis of the data, in general pupil enjoyment, productivity and harmony 
increased following the introduction of group roles in a cooperative learning task.  Researcher 
observations found that social loafing was less prevalent during the second condition of the 
study, and pupils were seen to be more engaged in the task.  Furthermore, in the subsequent 
evaluation of the activity, students were more positive about the experience (Figure 1), and 
reported fewer issues with their fellow team members in comparison to the condition in 
which they did not have group roles.  In the no-role condition, comments such as “I didn’t 
like this task because Pupil A was being too bossy. He wouldn’t listen to anyone else’s ideas” 
and “Most of my team worked well but Pupil B didn’t do anything” were prevalent in many of 
the groups.   



Figure 1: Enjoyment in Group Tasks 

 

Analysis of the second questionnaire found that 93.3% of pupils reported to enjoying the task 
in which they had assigned role, and 90% reported that they felt their team worked better 
with roles (Figure 2).  Comments such as “I think we worked well because we all knew what 
to do.  I liked it better” and “Everybody worked hard and did their job.  People were nicer to 
one another”.   

 

Figure 2: Productivity in Group Tasks 

 



Importantly, students who are normally known to dislike group work activities, and struggle 
with the social nature of the task, were more positive in their evaluation of the activity, in 
comparison to when their role in the group was more ambiguous.  One example of this effect 
was seen in the questionnaire of one child who has social cognition delays; following the first 
task he stated “I don’t like group work.  Next time we do group work can I just work on my 
own?”, whereas following the second task he stated “It was okay.  I liked being the time 
keeper”.  This change in attitude displays the increase in enjoyment, which was mirrored 
across the sample, following the implementation of group roles. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, it is evident that the application of group roles did have an impact on the 
pupil’s enjoyment of the task.  Fewer students reported disliking group tasks and more 
reported enjoying working in a group.  Productivity was observed to increase; there were far 
fewer instances of social loafing and disengagement in the task.  In the class environment, 
this is vital as children who are not engaged in their learning, in general have a far weaker 
grasp of the material than children who manipulate and use their learning to complete tasks. 
In addition, there were fewer instances of group discord, as the ambiguity facing the students 
was decreased.  This reduction of tension was seen to be a major factor in the increase in 
pupil enjoyment during the role condition of the study as the groups “didn’t argue as much”. 

Implications for Future Practice 

The findings of this enquiry cannot be seen to be conclusive, due to the sample size being so 
limited.  Though the findings are in accordance with the body of academic writings in role of 
the area, it must be highlighted that the findings have been taken from only two lessons and, 
thus, must be viewed with an air of scepticism.  However, there is a strong argument from 
larger longitudinal studies that group roles positively impact on group cohesiveness and 
student enjoyment and thus, the researcher will continue to assign group roles in the 
implementation of team tasks. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Group Work Questionnaire	 

 

 

 

Task: Answer the following statements, indicating whether you agree, do 
not agree or are not sure whether you agree or not.   

� the box to show your answer. 

 

 Yes No Not Sure 

 
1. I enjoy working in a team more 

than working on my own. 
 

   

2. I work harder when I am part of 
a team. 

   

3. I learn more when I am working 
as part of a team 

   

 

  



Appendix 2 

Group Work Questionnaire 

 

 

 

 

Task: Answer the following statements, indicating whether you agree, do 
not agree or are not sure whether you agree or not.   

� the box to show your answer. 

 

 Yes No Not Sure 

 
1. I enjoy working in a team more 

than working on my own. 
 

   

2. I work harder when I am part of 
a team. 

   

3. I learn more when I am working 
as part of a team. 

   

4. I preferred when we were given 
group roles to complete. 

   

5. My group worked better when we 
were given roles to complete. 

   



Appendix 3 

Observation Log 

 

Group 
Number 
 

Names Participated 
in Groupwork  

Engaged 
in Task 

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

Number of Group Conflicts:  
 
Additional Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 4 

Learning Log	 
 

Name _________________________________ 

 

Group Name _________________________________________________ 

 

What did you learn? ___________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

Did you enjoy the opportunity to work in a team? ____________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Did you team work well together? _________________________________ 

 

 

 

 


