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Rationale  
Co-operative learning is an organised and structured way to use small groups to encourage 
children to work together to complete a task. Each child within a group is given a role and is 
held accountable for the specific area, meaning that all pupils need to work together for the 
task to be successful (Olsen, 2018). As co-operative learning is becoming increasingly 
popular in classroom based practice and is said to promote higher self-esteem and better on-
task behaviour (Kelly, 2018) it is an important, investigate way to develop social skills and 
team work, as these are important skills for children in terms of both learning and life. 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. This enquiry will 
focus on the effects of assigning group roles to tasks and the impact on learning and 
participation of children.  
 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry is to gather evidence relating to what happens when group roles are 
assigned within the class. The following roles were chosen: recorder, time-keeper, resource 
manager and encourager. Each week the children’s roles changed to allow all children to try 
out the different roles. The importance of not introducing the reporter until the end of the task 
was recognised, to ensure all children were engaged and participating. The job roles were 
explained to children to ensure each child was aware of their responsibilities within the 
group.  
 
Methodology   
Over a 4 week period, a primary 5 class were observed whilst participating in co-operative 
group work. The children were divided into mixed ability groups of 4 and all varied in SIMD 
category. The children’s roles were changed on a weekly basis in order to gather as much 
information about the children as possible. The children were monitored and assessed with a 
focus on group participation and willingness to help others. Interdisciplinary Learning (IDL) 
seemed to be the best subject for co-operative learning as IDL involves a lot of group tasks 
and incorporates more active learning. It was decided that for the first observed lessons 
during week one there would be no roles assigned to children or any help given to manage 
their teams. This was in order to observe the relationships between the pupils and to give a 



clearer understanding of what children do naturally when working in a group. For the 
remaining observations the children were introduced to group learning and were given their 
roles. The children were given an explanation of what each role involved and how to carry it 
out properly. The Practitioner Enquiry group discussed the different ways of gathering 
evidence and agreed to take photographs to show participation, exit passes, fist to five, peer 
and self-assessment and also to listen and engage in conversation with them throughout tasks. 
The children were observed closely and behaviours and interactions were noted accordingly.  
 
Findings  
In the first week when no job roles were assigned, it was evident that able pupils and those 
with greater confidence took the lead in the tasks. This led to others in the group who 
required additional support or lacked the confidence of their peers, to take a step back. It 
became evident that they become less interested and engaged in the learning, as all the work 
was being completed for them. This coincides with various researchers who label these 
children as ‘social loafers’ during group learning, as they decrease their own personal input to 
tasks. During the group tasks when children were asked what they were doing or why they 
were not participating, they would respond by saying they “didn’t know what to do” or 
“didn’t know how to help their group”. This was also confirmed by their lack of motivation, 
body language and overall attitude during the task.  
 
For the remaining observations the children continued to work in the same groups of four but 
were given a lanyard with a job role and job description on it. The children seemed excited by 
the job roles and were keen to begin the starter task. As the children had recently moved 
desks and had begun working in new these new groups with mixed abilities, they completed 
an ice breaker task so they felt comfortable with each other and got to know each other’s 
strengths and weaknesses. When group roles were assigned, there were positive differences, 
even within the atmosphere of the classroom. Children who had previously not participated 
well during group work became more enthusiastic and engaged. Children who were normally 
shy were contributing more as they wanted to fulfil their role and were determined to 
succeed. Children felt empowered by their lanyards detailing their roles, as these enabled 
those who would normally take over tasks, to take a step back and allow others the 
opportunity to take the lead. All children were happy to be asked questions and seemed 
confident and clear about what they were saying when they had been chosen. This may have 
been the result of being informed that anyone could be asked a question at any point 
throughout the lesson therefore they had to ensure they all knew what was happening with the 
task. Reporters were chosen at random either by picking lollipop sticks or getting the children 
to number themselves 1-4, then selecting a number to report back to the class. As the lessons 
progressed, children needed less teacher input and fewer instructions. During tasks, they all 
knew what their job role was and what they needed to do to be to be successful. Children 
worked better as a team and relied on each other for support. In addition, children were more 
than willing to give others in their group help and support. Using co-operative learning 
improved motivation and all children were involved and participated well during group work. 
There was an increase in effective communication, team support and commitment to 



0	
2	
4	
6	
8	

10	
12	
14	
16	
18	

In	a	group	 On	Own	

complete tasks on time and successfully. It was evident that when assigned specific roles, 
they felt more confident and had a better sense of direction and responsibility. 
 
The following is some of the comments noted during teacher/ pupil discussions throughout 
the group tasks: 
 
“I felt better when answering in front of everyone as we came up with the answer as a 
group”. 
 
“Sometimes I prefer working on my own as I can complete the task quicker by myself”. 
 
“I learned more during group work as we shared our thoughts and ideas”. 
 
“My group encouraged me to work harder”. 
 
Two surveys were also carried out with the children to find out which type of learning they 
preferred. They were asked if they preferred to work in a group or own their own and also 
whether they preferred having group roles assigned or not. Both surveys were completed by 
25 children. 
 
The survey below shows that most children in the class prefer working on their own. Some 
able children commented that they preferred working on their own as they could sometimes 
get frustrated with others in their groups as they couldn’t complete the task as quick as them. 
 

 



The survey below shows that when working in groups the children preferred to have group 

roles assigned. It was observed that children who required additional support preferred 
working in groups with assigned group roles. 
 
By observing and noting various conversations and carrying out surveys and votes, it was 
clear that some children enjoy working together more than others and some prefer to be in 
control of their own learning but overall this research has proven that if group work is being 
used within the classroom it definitely works out better to use a co-operative learning 
approach.  
 
Conclusions  
Co-operative learning had a positive effect on group work within the class. Children seemed 
more motivated when completing group tasks and there was improvement in communication 
and time management. Feedback from the children has shown that they preferred having job 
roles as it gave them more purpose and responsibility. It helped manage the team effectively, 
so everyone had a job to do and they all knew what they were expected to do to complete the 
tasks assigned. Children felt more confident speaking out, as it was not just their own 
answers but collectively the whole group’s voice that was being heard. The children felt 
confident and supported that their views were listened to within the group and as a group they 
all agreed the best options to put forward. The standard of work produced has been of a 
higher standard since co-operative working has been introduced into the classroom. By 
working in the same groups during the activities, the children became more familiar and 
relaxed around each other, thus more confident when sharing their opinions and thoughts. 
Throughout this study it became apparent that it is also important to ensure the correct roles 
are assigned to the right pupils. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
After completing this professional enquiry, the benefits of promoting co-operative learning 
within the classroom are evident. Therefore, this approach will continue to be used during 
group work. A co-operative approach offered support to those who required additional 
support, gave a voice to those who would normally be too shy to speak out and helped the 
groups to work effectively together, as they all knew what each other was responsible for and 
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how to fulfil their role. It was clear that introducing roles within the classroom improved 
communication between the children and had a positive effect on their participation. 
However, the following limitations were considered; timeframe, content/curricular area and 
reliability of children self-assessment. This was a small enquiry due to time frame and to 
fully understand the long-term effectiveness of co-operative learning groups it will be 
necessary to implement this continually in class. Co-operative learning groups have proven 
effective within this class. They will continue to be used in IDL and will be introduced to 
other areas of the curriculum.  
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