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Rationale  

One of the most important aspects of education is the ongoing development of pupil’s 
interpersonal skills throughout primary and secondary school. This is fostered by 
incorporating group work into the learning process of each pupil which helps prepare them 
for situations in advanced education and beyond into the world of work. Group work is a 
great way of increasing the communication between all types of pupils in your class and in 
particular those pupils who tend to be quieter than others and don’t feel as comfortable 
answering questions in large class discussions. Although the majority of pupils enjoy being in 
a group with their friends, it is necessary for the teacher to structure the groups in a way 
which will take the students outside their comfortable friend groups, and focus on increasing 
their team working abilities with individuals they may not be familiar with. This will also 
serve a dual purpose; as a method of interactive learning to further their education with the 
chosen subject.  

This is further established by the findings of (McClellend, Morrison, & Holmes, 2000) , 
wherein they found that there was a solid link between social learning skills and academic 
performance in students. 

This enquiry seeks to explore the concept of clearly defined roles within this group work. 
These roles are designed around emphasising responsibility and structure that can be difficult 
to implement in the sometimes chaotic atmosphere of unstructured group work.  

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to investigate the effectiveness of clearly defined group roles 
within the context of the PIPER acronym established by Dr Mike Caroll in (Caroll & 
McCulloch, 2014). This study will be investigating the differences between unassigned roles 
and assigned roles in group work and how the pupils react to the different scenarios. 

Methodology  

The research of this enquiry was conducted with my S1 mathematics class. The two lessons 
delivered were both based on the topic angles. These two lessons were split into one lesson 
with unassigned roles and one lesson with assigned roles in order to evaluate the differences 
between the two outcomes. In the lesson which the pupils were not given any roles within 
their group, which covered a matching game, the pupils were allowed to sit in any seat of 
their choice and whichever group they wanted.  

However, in the lesson (based around another angles activity) where the pupils were assigned 
roles in their group, matching cards were used to pair the students randomly into their groups 
of four. After the pupils were paired, each member of the group was designated a role where 
the youngest in the team was assigned as the writer. Other members of the team were 



assigned different roles including the time keeper, the reporter and the resource manager. 
These roles were rotated around each group once every round was completed.  

 

Findings 

Over the course of this enquiry, there were noticeable differences between the two lessons 
that could be observed in the teaching process. 

Over the course of the unassigned roles session, several key points of note were found. 
Firstly, there was breakdown in clear communication between the pupils which led to the 
tasks taking significantly longer than would be expected. Another notable issue was the 
engagement of some of the quieter members of the class, as it was seen that they were 
participating far less than their peers, and it seems the lesson had not captured their interest, 
this could be due to feeling “threatened”, as discussed by (Giles, 2008), wherein they noted 
that quieter pupils who felt threatened by an unfamiliar situation or teammates they don’t 
previously know, will disengage from the session as a response.  

Another interesting observation was a lack of inquisitive behaviour, as students usually 
investigate when group working materials are laid out in the centre of their desks. This could 
have been due to pupils being allowed to sit next to their friends which pulled their attention 
away from the materials and their work.  

Over the course of the assigned roles session there were a few other key points of interest. 
There were various reactions shown by the pupils when they were being put into their pairs 
and groups. Some pupils seemed quite content about being put into their groups, however it 
was clear that other pupils would have preferred to have sat with their friends. The evaluation 
sheets which the pupils filled in backed this up; 

 

 

  



Another noticeable aspect of the lesson was that each pupil seemed to be more engaged as 
every pupil had been given a specific responsibility within their group. This helped to avoid 
the more confident individuals taking charge of the task which they were given to do. 
Throughout the lesson, I asked a couple of the quieter pupils if they preferred to be given a 
role within their group and the general consensus with these pupils was that they felt more 
“included” when they had a responsibility. Although each pupil had their own responsibility, 
it was also very visible that the pupils were learning from each other. The learning 
conversations between the pupils was a huge indicator for me that the pupils were 
understanding the task they were being asked to complete. 

Conclusions 

To conclude, there were clear differences between unassigned and assigned roles in group 
work. The structured group work was preferred as it worked extremely well with achieving 
positive outcomes within the key elements laid out by the PIPER framework for collaborative 
group work. 

The PIPER framework consists of five principles; Positive Interdependence, Individual 
Accountability, Promotive Interaction, Extension of Social Skills, and Reflection on 
Performance.  

In the area of Positive Interdependence, it was found that in the lesson with assigned roles; 
because of roles students were encouraged to contribute as every team member is vital to the 
team for overall success. The lesson with unassigned roles had a tendency to let one pupil 
dominate the full activity. 

Individual Accountability was maintained in the structured lesson via the assigned roles, this 
was not the case within the unstructured lesson. Responsibility was established by linking the 
pupils’ personal performance with the role they were assigned. This encouraged them to 
apply themselves within their role as they were accountable for their own work. 

Promotive Interaction was also something which was observed as being more prevalent in the 
structured lesson as opposed to unstructured; because the roles allocated in each group gave 
each pupil a better chance to take part in discussion about the activity as they are given 
context for their role and purpose within the activity. 

Social skills were another element that was capitalised on by the structured lesson, because 
pupils were put in groups out with their usual friend group. This is another skill which pupils 
will benefit from in future years as they will more frequently encounter situations with people 
they don’t know and projects put together on the fly.  

Reflection on performance took place in both lessons; and they were urged to reflect on their 
experience and what they could have done differently during the exercise. This was done as it 
helps pupils identify their strengths and weaknesses, as detailed by (Bloomsbury, 2018).  The 
pupils provided feedback and they said that in future they will ensure they have a clear 
understanding of how they got to a particular answer, this ensures they have a good grasp of 
where they went wrong, and where they excelled.  At the end of the second lesson, every 
pupil was given an evaluation sheet on their engagement with the lesson and it was very clear 
that a lot of pupils enjoyed the unassigned roles lesson over the assigned roles lesson simply 
because they were sat next to their friends. This shows what “I believe” is a biased result.  



 

Implications for Future Practice 

As it stands, I believe that structured group work is one of the most effective methods at 
getting the most out of group work activities in terms of learning outcomes. Students develop 
both their interpersonal skills and their academic abilities over the course of the lesson, and 
learn the importance of project work which is extremely role defined, and very prevalent in 
the modern working world. 
	
Limitations of Study 

In terms of research method, one of the major limitations of the comparison between 
structured and unstructured sessions would be the difference of material; as the structured 
lesson was based around a slightly more complex angles exercise whereas the unstructured 
lesson was a matching game. This means that any results or observations will be slightly 
skewed, as having the exact same exercise for both would lead to different student outcomes, 
for example; if the more complex exercise was used in the unstructured lesson we might see 
staggered progress, or more student dissatisfaction as a result of having a more difficult 
activity without the roles to appropriately structure it. 
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