
 

 
What happens when roles are introduced within group work in the classroom? 

 

Melissa Forsyth 

 

Group 4H 

 

Rationale 

The incorporation of cooperative learning in classroom based practice has been profound in 
recent years and thus, is thought to be beneficial in terms of maximising both individual and 
group accountability (Ward and Craigen, 1999). As cooperative learning is becoming 
increasingly popular in classroom based practice and is said to promote higher self-esteem 
and better on-task behavior (Kelly, 2018) it is important to investigate ways to develop social 
skills and team work as these are important skills for children in terms of both learning and 
life. Initially our group struggled to identify an issue that was prominent in each of our 
classrooms however, through discussion we came to an agreement that a challenge we were 
all facing was pupil participation and motivation. Group work without roles can be said to be 
unsuccessful as each child does not have an individual purpose and will allow others to do the 
work for them, rarely contributing. Following this discussion we decided to focus on co-
operative learning and giving children a role therefore this became the focus of our enquiry. 
Although this enquiry is whole class based, we decided to focus on children identified as 
living in the Scottish Index of Mass Deprivation (SIMD) because it is a big government focus 
to close the attainment gap and it is part of the school improvement plan to improve learning 
for all children. This enquiry will investigate what happens when roles are introduced in one 
primary school class and discuss if doing so helps to stimulate learning. 

Aims 

The aim of co-operative learning as discussed by Johnson and Johnson (2009) is that each 
child needs each other to reach a common goal therefore they cannot succeed unless they all 
work together.  The purpose of this enquiry is to investigate what happens when roles are 
introduced to group work activities within the primary classroom and to find out if the roles 
would increase their level of participation and motivation. The roles are: time keeper, 
recorder, resource manager and checker and these will be distributed to one child per group in 
order to monitor the effects of a role on each individual child. We also decided not to 
introduce the role of reporter until the end of the task to ensure engagement of all pupils. 

Methodology 



This enquiry was conducted over a four week period with a primary 4 class. As children had 
partaken in group work often, they were aware of what is important in team work; however 
the roles were properly introduced in week one and these were displayed in the classroom for 
further guidance. Furthermore these roles were only introduced to co-operative work after it 
was found to be noisy and disengaging without them. Pupils were divided into mixed ability 
groups of four which they remained in for the duration of the enquiry. During each 
interdisciplinary learning (IDL) lesson pupils were allocated a role and briefed on how to 
perform this role and what they would have to do for the task.  

The children were closely observed throughout the task with both notes and photographs 
being taken. Information was also gathered by listening to children’s discussions and also 
creating conversations with pupils about their task. At the end of each lesson the children 
were asked to give oral feedback about how they felt about the work their group had 
produced and their role within the group. 

Findings 

To gather information for this enquiry evidence was collected in the form of observations, 
jotter work, photographs and pupil voice. As previously stated the children had partaken in 
group work beforehand without the use of roles but this had become far too loud and the 
children were not engaged. Therefore in week one it was noted that although the noise level 
in the classroom was quite high, the children were engaged in the task and all understood the 
role that was given to them. It was observed that out of the four SIMD children being 
observed, three were engaged and one was slightly distracted. For the purpose of this 
investigation the children will be referred to as Child A, B, C and D due to confidentiality. I 
noticed from my observations that the children seemed more motivated to work in a team and 
they often used positive language when communicating with each other.  

In weeks two-four all children were engaged in the task and responded well to having an 
individual role although at times there were a few that did not integrate themselves in the 
lesson. I also noticed that pupils were helping members of their group if they were stuck and 
continued to use positive language when communicating with one another. During these 
weeks the children became more familiar with the roles and often asked “When are we going 
to do co-operative learning?” 

Pupils told me they enjoyed having a role as it gave them a specific job to do within their 
group and helped the group to work together more effectively. Furthermore the four focus 
SIMD pupils were fully engaged in each task and often put their hand up to answer out which 
is rare for some of them. The photographs taken mirror the comments made by the children 
as you are able to see the children working together and jotter work shows they have 
completed the work given to them to a high standard. In addition to this I also created a 
survey for the children asking them to circle yes or no if they enjoy co-operative learning. All 
of the children circled yes, indicating they enjoyed it. They were then asked to circle which 



job was their favourite to have. These are the findings:	

 

Conclusions 

There was a noticeable improvement in how pupils interacted with each other and they 
learned to work effectively in a team to reach a common goal. The children worked well 
using their roles to ensure their work was completed in the given timescale. I observed that 
often one group did not perform as well as others and this was because some of the group 
members struggled to maintain their roles and so other children in the group felt it wasn’t 
working properly. One group member in particular did not want to participate unless they got 
the role of recorder because this was their favourite so this did cause issues within the group 
at times. This was one of the SIMD children I was focusing my observation on so it was 
noted that having a role did not encourage them to work effectively in a team unless it was 
the role they wanted. When discussed with children they stated that they enjoyed having a 
role and that it helped them to work better as a group. They also said that having a role 
allowed them to focus on one thing and they understood what was expected of them. From 
the data gathered for this enquiry it would suggest that giving pupils a role has a positive 
effect on learning and motivation; however, the results can sometimes be limited due to pupil 
participation.  

Implications for Future Practice 

The conclusions of this enquiry will help to inform my future practice as I will continue to 
manage co-operative learning lessons in this way in my classroom. Although this was a small 
enquiry I feel it has allowed me to see the long term effectiveness of practitioner enquiry and 
it is clear that having a role has a positive effect on communication within a group and the 
work that is produced. I hope that as children become more familiar with co-operative 
learning they will understand its workings and will become confident individuals in the roles 
they are given. 
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Appendix 1 - Observation Notes 

 

Task: What do I know?/What do I want to know? Posters (History, Tourism, Transport and 
Sport in Scotland). 

 

Grouping: Mixed ability 

 

Focus: Pupil roles and observing SIMD children for this lesson. 

 

Notes: 

 

Pupil A – (Resource Manager) - This child was interested in the task and contributed well 
throughout. This child has difficulty spelling and reading so this job was suited to her needs 
as she liked having a role. 

 

Pupil B – (Recorder) – This child often created talking points within his group and had many 
good ideas to write onto the poster. This child is a highly able pupil and he enjoyed the 
challenge of thinking of as many things he could for this task. This job worked well for him 
as he could get all his ideas out as soon as he thought of them. 

 

Pupil C – (Time Keeper) – To begin with this child contributed to the task and provided ideas 
but often forgot his job and didn’t keep the group updated. I felt this did not impact his 
learning in this task. 

 

Pupil D – (Recorder) – This child works well in a team and makes an effort to ensure the 
group are on task. The role of recorder was good as it made her more involved in the task but 
as she has English as an Additional Language (EAL), some aspects of the spelling were 
difficult and this was demotivating for her.  

 

 Observation Notes 

 



Task: To research information about a Scottish island. 

 

Grouping: Mixed ability co-op learning groups. 

 

Focus: Pupil roles and SIMD children. 

 

Notes: 

 

Child A: Time Keeper – This child worked well with her group and was motivated to 
complete the task. There was a visual timer on the board and she often used this to inform her 
group that they were working on a timescale. She helped her group to stay on task and I often 
heard her saying ‘Come on everyone we need to work together we’ve only got (for example) 
10 minutes left! I would say this role was effective in this child’s learning as she knew what 
was expected and how long she had to do it therefore at the end all of her groups work was 
complete. 

 

Child B: Recorder – Last week this child had the role of the time keeper and wasn’t involved 
in the task. This week I gave him the role of recorder and this allowed him to be much more 
involved in the task. The child was interested and motivated throughout the task and created a 
create poster about Barra. 

 

Child C: Checker – Last week this child was the recorder and so this week I gave him the role 
of checker, ensuring everyone is on task and understands what to do. This child took control 
of the learning in his group but it was clear he was writing down the information he needed 
then simply letting his group copy his work meaning they were not gaining anything from the 
group work. This child is very independent and needs to be encouraged to work in a group. 

 

Child D: Resource Manager – This child was the recorder last week and as she has EAL she 
found this a little difficult. This week I changed her job to resource manager. This child is a 
hard worker and always gets her work done. She is a good motivator to her group and so 
anytime her group needed resources she would say “I’ll go get them and you do the next bit 
and I’ll catch up in a minute”. She is keen to get her work done and works well in a group. 

 

 


