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Rationale 

Through the initial discussion, our group recognised that a challenge we often came up 
against in the classroom was the lack of motivation and participation in certain pupils when 
asked to partake in cooperative learning tasks. Johnson & Johnson, (1989) state that “Co-
operative work results in all participants striving for mutual benefit and gain from each 
other’s efforts”. Therefore, we decided that we would concentrate our enquiry on the 
introduction of group roles to cooperative learning.  

However, one of the current educational issues is that there remains a strong correlation 
between a pupil’s socio-economic status and their educational attainment (Sosu and Ellis, 
2014).  As pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds have a higher chance of not succeeding in 
school (Department for Education, 2015) we agreed to focus specifically on the impact 
introducing group roles has on pupils from Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) 
groups 1 and 2. 

Aims 

The main aim of this enquiry was to understand if assigning roles within a cooperative 
learning group would impact the motivation and participation levels of pupils from SIMD 
groups 1 and 2. 

 

Methodology 

Before the enquiry began, the group agreed a timescale and possible quantitative/qualitative 
methods to gather information. The methods we chose to use were: observations of the 
pupils, questionnaires, pupil-voice and photographs. 

The enquiry was conducted over a four week period and it was decided to dedicate one lesson 
per week to the enquiry. An S3 Mathematics class were selected as their motivation levels 
were particularly low and the majority of the class did not participate when cooperative 
learning had been tried before.  

Focus Group 

Galston, Baines and Kutnick (2003) found that when grouping size and learning tasks are 
planned strategically, learning will be more effective. Therefore, pupils were separated into 
mixed ability groups of four which were kept the same for the duration of the enquiry. The 
groups were strategically chosen to include one pupil from SIMD groups 1 and 2 as these 
pupils would be the focus group for the enquiry. Each group also contained a “more 



knowledgeable other” (a peer who has a better understanding or higher ability level than 
another, with respect to the particular task) as research suggests setting up the groups in this 
way is beneficial for all those involved as it allows pupils to discuss new ideas and learn new 
techniques and knowledge from their peers (Vygotsky (1978), Boud, Choen and Sampson 
(2001)). 

Lessons 1 and 2 

During the first two lessons in the enquiry, pupils were given a task to complete with no 
specific instructions on how to work in their groups. They were closely observed throughout 
the activity and relevant interactions and observations were noted and photographs taken. 

Lessons 3 and 4 

During weeks three and four group roles were allocated. The roles were: Recorder, Checker, 
Time Keeper, Resource Manager and Reporter. The roles assigned to individual pupils were 
changed in each lesson and near the end of each activity the role of Reporter was allocated. 
This was purposely assigned at the end due to Dylan Wiliam’s (2011) idea of individual 
accountability. He states that for cooperative work to be effective pupils must understand that 
everyone must participate in order for the group to succeed. Therefore, the different roles 
were explained before the new task began and the importance of taking responsibility for 
their own role was emphasised. As before, the pupils were closely observed and their 
responses noted. A comparison was made between the work each group produced before and 
after group roles were introduced. 

Finally, at the end of the enquiry, all pupils completed a questionnaire to give feedback on 
their opinion of having specific roles within cooperative learning. Questionnaires were used 
as they are one way of gathering quick/real time feedback and they have a high response rate 
(Sweigart, 2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Findings 

It was found that the majority of pupils’ motivation and participation levels significantly 
increased with the introduction of group roles. This was evident through the various enquiry 
methods used.  

Observations/Photographs 

During the first two lessons of the enquiry, it could be clearly observed that particular 
students were taking a more passive role in their group. There was mainly one or two pupils 
taking charge in the group and the other members were reluctant to share their ideas and 
displayed a lack of focus and motivation. Interestingly, the pupils I observed taking charge 
when group roles had not been introduced were not any of the pupils in my focus group. 
However, when roles were introduced in lessons 3 and 4, although some pupils were still off 
task at times, the majority were observed participating and contributing more to their group 
and demonstrated a higher level of motivation with the task. 

Pupil Voice 

The feedback from the pupils when informally interviewed was similar to the observations. 
When asked how they felt they participated in the first two lessons and then in lessons three 
and four, all pupils felt they had participated more when they had been given a role and the 
majority showed an increase in motivation. Some of the responses from the pupils in my 
focus group included:- 

Lessons 1 and 2 – no assigned roles 

Child 1 – “I didn’t really do much because … wouldn’t let me”. 

Child 3 – “There was no point in me doing anything because someone else in the group 
would do it”. 

Lessons 3 and 4 – assigned roles 

Child 1 – “I think it was better when we all had a role because no one argued and everyone 
got to do something”. 

Child 2 – “Having a role meant that everyone had to do their part to finish the task, so no 
one was left out”. 

This feedback shows that when roles are introduced in cooperative learning there is a 
significant improvement to the motivation and participation levels of all pupils and 
specifically pupils in SIMD groups 1 and 2. The majority of pupils commented on the fact 
they felt more included when the group roles were introduced to cooperative learning tasks 
and that there was individual accountability as no group could succeed if they did not do their 
own job effectively. 

 

 

 

 



Questionnaires 

The majority of the questionnaires also confirm that having a role improves participation and 
motivation when completing cooperative learning tasks.   

Table 1: Data collected from class questionnaires  

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
Agree 

I prefer working in a 
group than on my 

own. 

2 7 3 4 9 

I feel that I 
participate more in a 
group when I have a 

role. 

1 1 3 4 16 

I enjoy working in a 
team when everyone 

has their own job. 

1 4 2 6 12 

My understanding of 
a topic is improved 
when I work in a 

group where 
everyone has a role. 

2 4 4 8 7 

 

Table 1 shows collectively the data from the questionnaires given to the pupils. It can be seen 
that of the 25 pupils in the class, although 9 pupils prefer to work on their own rather than in 
a group, 20 agreed that having a specific role increased their engagement levels in the 
activities and 18 enjoy working in a team when they all have a role. It must be noted that 
from the focus group of 8 pupils, 6 of them picked agree/strongly agree for every question 
and the remaining 2 picked neutral.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusions 

In conclusion, it is clear that by introducing group roles to cooperative learning the 
motivation and participation levels of all pupils are significantly increased. Overall, the 
results of this enquiry show that pupils are more willing to contribute to group work when 
each pupil has their own specific role and they also enjoy the activity more as they feel more 
included and responsible for the group success. 

Moreover, the results show that introducing roles to cooperative learning can help in “closing 
the attainment gap” as the pupils in this enquiry from SIMD groups 1 and 2 had improved 
motivation, contribution and focus, therefore allowing all pupils the same opportunity to 
succeed.  

 

Implications for Future Practice 

Although this enquiry gave an indication of the impact the introduction of group roles can 
have on pupils, the limitations of this enquiry include the small sample size and time 
restraints. Subsequently, a larger sample and a longer time period would have given a clearer 
picture into the full impact this would have on all pupils and if this would support in closing 
the attainment gap. 
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