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Rationale 

Cooperative learning is a method of teaching and learning in which small groups of pupils 
work together to develop knowledge and deepen understanding of a particular topic. Scottish 
Educational Policy promotes the benefits of collaborative learning as a way of evolving 
significant life skills and encourages its use across all stages of the Primary curriculum 
(National Improvement Hub, 2016). 

One issue teachers have raised when children work within groups is that of the diffusion of 
responsibility - some children take on all the responsibility of completing tasks whereas 
others take on very little. Introducing group roles has been shown to encourage higher levels 
of participation, engagement and positive attitudes within cooperative learning tasks 
(Barkley, Cross and Major, 2005). Johnson and Johnson (2014) propose that the effectiveness 
of cooperative group work relies on the engagement of all learners and personal 
accountability, which can be achieved through the introduction of individual roles.  

Aim 

The aim of this enquiry was to evaluate the success of introducing group roles as a co-
operative learning tool and the impact this had on teaching and learning within a Primary 1 
classroom.  

Methodology 

The key focus of this enquiry was to compare the effectiveness of regular group work and 
group work in which individual roles were assigned. The research phase of the enquiry was 
carried out over a three week period with a Primary 1 class of 15 pupils. A proportion of the 
sample group, consisted of pupils with additional support needs (ASN).  

Week One 
Observations were taken of children completing a group work task in which no roles were 
assigned. These were used to assess communication, participation and engagement. Children 
were then able to share any comments they had on the activity.  

Week Two 
According to Tarim (2015) children must feel equally accountable when participating in 
group work for it to be successful, therefore in week two, children were assigned specific 
group roles and were informed of the responsibilities and importance of their roles. It was 
highlighted that in order for a task to go well, children should participate fully and fulfil the 
requirements of their role. 

Observations were taken of children working within their group roles to compare 
communication, participation and engagement with the initial group task. Children were 
asked a series of ‘fist to 5 questions’ following the task to gauge pupil attitudes and opinions 



on the cooperative task compared to the initial task. This allowed for a fundamental baseline 
for comparison of the data. Asking the children to close their eyes whilst answering enabled 
quantitative data to be collected whilst minimising the possibility of social conformity. 
Again, children were asked to share any comments on how they felt the task went.  

Data Analysis 
I created an observation grid (See Appendix 1) to record levels of communication, 
participation and engagement. I rated individual children on a scale of 1-3 which is detailed 
in the appendices. (Appendix 2). 

During the ‘fist to 5’ questions, children were asked to close their eyes and show a number of 
fingers to show how much they agreed or disagreed with a statement. The scale was as 
follows: 

1. One finger – strongly disagree 
2. Two fingers – disagree 
3. Three fingers – not sure or don’t know 
4. Four fingers – agree 
5. Five fingers – strongly agree 

This method was selected as it is a valuable data collection tool for ensuring easily processed 
and analysed data, however it can be common for children to be unsure which option to select 
(Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Findings 

Observation results highlighted higher levels of participation and engagement and more 
effective communication when children were assigned individual group roles. These results 
were also reflected in pupil comments and ‘fist to 5’ responses.  

Observations 
In week one there were a number of children who took on a more passive role within the 
group. These children often engaged in off task behaviour and were reluctant to share ideas or 
be actively engaged in communication. In the second week these children showed an increase 
in participation, with more effective communication being observed. Some of the children 
still demonstrated a level of resistance however, in knowing the children, it is possible that 
this is confidence based. Observations showed an increase in participation, communication 
and engagement in week two.  

Fist to 5 
Results of the ‘fist to 5’ statements demonstrated positive feelings and attitudes towards 
having a specified role within a group in comparison to unassigned group work. The number 
of children for each level of the scale were counted and totalled, and are displayed in the table 
below (Table 1). 
 

 

 

 



 

Table 1. Fist to Five Results 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Don’t Know Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

My group 
worked better 
when we had 
jobs. 

11 3 1 0 0 

I wanted to 
take part 
more when I 
had my own 
job. 

9 2 3 0 1 

It was easier 
to talk and 
listen to the 
people in my 
group when 
we had jobs. 

10 2 2 0 1 

 

  

Pupil Comments 
Pupil comments also reflected positively on assigned group roles and showed the impact of 
having specific jobs on pupil attitudes and opinions. Comments from children from week one 
show how having no assigned roles effected the organisation of the group. Some are included 
below. 

“It was good but some people didn’t help out” 

“Everyone else in my group did it so I didn’t have anything to do” 

“My group didn’t listen to me” 

“It was too noisy” 

Following the week two task, children’s comments were more positive. 

 “I liked my job because it was important” 

 “Everyone had to do something so no one was left out” 

 “We all helped each other” 

These comments link in with increased levels of participation, engagement and 
communication and also touch on the positive impact of group roles on teamwork, inclusion 
and shared accountability. 



Conclusions 

Overall, it can be concluded that cooperative group roles can increase and improve a range of 
aspects of group work, including participation, engagement, teamwork, individual 
accountability and communication. The majority of children also found it purposeful and 
beneficial to have a specific role when working within a group, and were able to comment on 
how this improved their learning and ability to work with others. Some children find group 
work challenging with or without group roles, which can sometimes be related to confidence 
and self-esteem. It is important to consider factors such as this when implementing teaching 
strategies or conducting research. 

It is also important to note, that the small scale of this enquiry and the age range of the 
children involved (5-6 years old) casts limitations on the value of the representation this has 
on the learning community as a whole. It is also essential to consider the likelihood of 
children ‘wanting to please’, and therefore answering questions based on their perception of 
what is wanted of them.  

Implications for Future Practice 

This enquiry increased my awareness of the benefits and limitations, of incorporating 
individual roles within group work. Upon reflection, I intend to implement cooperative group 
work more regularly within my teaching and learning practices, whilst acknowledging the 
individual differences that can impact its success. I hope that as a result, my pupils will 
continue to develop skills and confidence working effectively within a group.  
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Appendices	

Appendix	1.	

 Communication 
-listens to others and 
contributes ideas 

Participation 
- takes part in tasks and 
activities 

Engagement 
- focused on the task at 
hand 

Pupil 1 (Group 
A) 

   

Pupil 2 (Group 
A) 

   

Pupil 3 (Group 
A) 

   

	

	

	

Appendix	2.	

Communication  Participation Engagement 

1. Little or no effort to listen 
to others and contribute 
ideas. 

1. Little or no participation in 
tasks or activities. 

1. No or little engagement in 
task.  

2. Some effort to listen to 
others and contribute ideas. 

2. Some participation in tasks 
or activities. 

2. Some engagement in task. 

3. Makes good effort to listen 
to others and contribute 
ideas. 

3. Good participation in tasks 
or activities 

3 Good engagement in task.  

	


