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Rationale  

Cooperative learning is a student-centred learning strategy in which a small group of pupils 
work together and take responsibility for their own learning and the learning of other group 
members. Cooperative learning allows for pupils to work together in their group to achieve 
the same goal. Working together is a key aspect of this learning strategy. This is highlighted 
by Johnson, Johnson and Holubec (1993) who state that pupils can maximize their own and 
the other group members’ learning when they successfully work together. Furthermore, 
Slavin (1996) highlights that a vital element of cooperative learning is group team work. 
Therefore, it is evident that this learning strategy is one which teachers should be 
familiarising themselves, in order to successfully incorporate it into their classroom. 

Through discussion, it was agreed that cooperative learning is something this group feels 
passionate about and is a tool which members had been using in their classrooms. One 
common issue with conducting this learning strategy was pupils becoming demotivated and 
disengaged when they had not been assigned a role by the facilitator. Following this 
discussion, it was decided to focus this study on what happens when the young people are 
given a role within cooperative learning.  

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry was to observe what happens when roles are assigned when 
conducting cooperative learning, and more specifically, whether assigned roles have an 
impact on pupil engagement and motivation.  

 

Methodology  

The enquiry was conducted with a mixed ability S3 Business Management class over a four 
week period, in which they would receive one cooperative learning activity per week. Pupils 
were split into groups of four and the pupils remained in the same groups throughout the four 
weeks. Galston, Baines and Kutnick (2003) argue that groups should be strategically planned 
and have a relatively small number of people in each group, so therefore the groups contained 
four pupils per group. Throughout the study all groups received the same tasks on the same 
week to make sure the results were accurate. The groups were closely observed over the four 
week period and questionnaires were given to the pupils. The pupils also had the opportunity 
to provide feedback on their experience.  

During the first two weeks the pupils were not assigned roles within their groups and they 
received limited instructions on how group work should be carried out. It is important to note 
this class had previously been involved in group work, but not with roles assigned.  

In weeks 3 and 4, pupils were assigned roles within their groups. It was decided that the four 
group roles were resource manager, time keeper and motivator, writer and reporter. Before 
the pupils were given their tasks, they were informed of the duties and responsibilities of each 



role. This was to ensure that all pupils knew exactly what was expected of them and their 
team members. It was emphasised to the learners the importance of taking responsibility for 
their role in order for their group to succeed with the task at hand. The group roles were 
changed for week 4 to ensure all pupils had the opportunity to carry out two different roles.  

At the end of weeks 2 and 4 the pupils were given a questionnaire to complete and they also 
had the opportunity to provide feedback at this time. Anything of relevance that was observed 
by the facilitator throughout the four weeks was noted.  

 

Findings 

Through observations in weeks 1 and 2 it was clear that pupils’ engagement and motivation 
levels were low. Members in the groups were not distributing responsibilities and duties 
evenly; typically one person in the group was taking the lead and doing the majority of the 
work. Some members of the groups who were disengaged with the group work were 
becoming disruptive and not staying on task. This resulted in the learners who were 
attempting to take the lead becoming frustrated. It was evident that the disengaged pupils felt 
that they had no role to play and nothing to contribute to the group.  

In weeks 3 and 4, when group roles were assigned to the pupils, there was a change in effort 
displayed from pupils in the majority of the groups. It was observed that the pupils were 
taking much more responsibility for their learning and seemed to enjoy having a role to play 
within their group. Pupils demonstrated having a sense of self-importance. However, in some 
of the groups the reporter and writer were contributing the most towards the tasks, whereas 
the resource management and motivator & 
timekeeper were contributing the least.  

The pupils were asked the same question twice, 
once at the end of week 2 and again at the end of 
week 4. It was important that the same question 
was asked in order to have a clear comparison. 

At the end of week 2, pupils were asked if they 
felt they fully contributed towards the group tasks. 
Not surprisingly, 65% of pupils answered no and 
35% answered yes.  This backs up the observation 
in weeks 1 and 2 that pupils’ engagement and 
motivation levels were low. 	

The same question was then asked again at the 
end of week 4, whenever the learners had been 
assigned roles. In contrast, the results were 
completely different, with 75% of the class 
answering yes and 25% no. This clearly shows 
that having a role to play within the group 
increases productivity from the learners. Again 
this backs up the observations of weeks 3 and 4 
when it was clear that pupils seemed to be much 
more engaged with the tasks they had been set. 	



 

 

In addition to these two questions, at the end of week 4 the learners were also asked if they 
preferred working in a group where each member had been assigned roles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It can be seen from the results of this question that 11 out of the 20 pupils preferred working 
in a group when roles have been assigned. The learners were more productive when there is 
organisation within the group and each member is aware of their duties and responsibilities.  

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, it is clear that assigning roles when conducting group work is far superior to 
having no roles. When comparing the data from the question ‘Do you feel you fully 
contributed towards the group tasks?’ there is a clear contrast from when it was first asked in 
week 2, and then again asked in week 4. The numbers almost flipped around, from 35% 
answering yes in week 2 to 75% responding yes in week 4. This highlights the power of the 
teacher selecting and assigning roles.  

However, there were certain roles that enabled some of the learners to be less productive than 
they should have been. Some of the young people who were assigned the resource manager 
and motivator & timekeeper roles were not contributing a great deal towards the tasks, 
instead going off topic and distracting others. It seems this role itself is not the most fulfilling 
for certain pupils. From observing the learners, the pupil who was assigned the reporter role 
was always on task, this may be because they would have to speak out in front of the class.  

Assigning roles is an important part of group work, but assigning the correct role to the right 
pupil is equally as important. It is important to note that even when roles were assigned, 
certain pupils were still unmotivated. Pupils should be assigned roles on an individual basis 
to match their abilities and the facilitator should be flexible with the roles. There should be 



more roles than just the classic four (resource manager, time keeper and motivator, writer and 
reporter) most teachers use. Furthermore, the reporter should not be a role which is assigned 
at the beginning, instead it should be assigned nearer the end of the task. This would ensure 
pupils are contributing and staying on task because there is a possibility they could be chosen 
to report back to the class. 

 

Impactions for Future Practice  

This study has provided an insight into how group work should be conducted by the 
facilitator. In future it should be highlight that facilitators should not just place importance on 
assigning roles, but also assigning roles on the ability of the learners. Despite this study 
providing a valuable insight, there were limitations to the research as the sample size was 
relatively small and the timeframe was short. A larger sample size and a longer timeframe 
would allow for a more accurate study.  

The results from this study will allow for changes to be made to the way cooperative learning 
is currently conducted in order to create the best learning experience for the young people.   
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