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Rationale  
 
The effectiveness of group roles has been at the forefront of educational research since the 
early 20th century. Dewey (1916) as sited in Jenlink and Jenlink (2009), influenced the 
cooperative learning theory practised today, Koschmann (1996). Edmondson et al (2007) 
acknowledge the complexity in analysing the effectiveness of team roles, given the variety of 
terms, concepts, and methods utilised. Technology has been suggested as a suitable measure 
to reduce the complexity, and to enhance the quality of cooperative learning in Buchanan and 
Dvorak (2002). Nevertheless, Black and Wiliam (1998) argue that team roles can increase 
self esteem within learners, and that by and raising their sense of accountability in the right 
environment, learners can raise their attainment. 
 
In comparison, it is often reported by teachers that cooperative working can lead to disruptive 
behaviour, with many preferring that learners work at the most, in pairs. Although research 
suggests that mixed ability groups are the most effective in differentiated classes, in practical 
terms, this also creates challenges where time and resources are scarce. This inquiry will 
explore the effectiveness of team roles within mixed ability groups in an S3 class, and 
critically evaluate any changes observed in behaviour, and in attainment levels. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this research is to identify the impact, if any, of team roles on collaborative 
learning over a period of time. To critically evaluate the outcomes, this research will use the 
indicators identified in Carroll (2018): 

• Posistive interdependance 
• Individual accountability  
• Promotive interaction 
• Extension of social skills 
• Reflection on performance.  

 
Methodology  
S3 learners were observed over a four-week period during cooperative lessons on an 
enterprise topic. The class meet three times per week, however having identified a hot spot in 
behaviour on Thursday period 5, this was selected as the research lesson. This topic had been 
established for two weeks before this study began and groups were competing against one 
another to plan, design, create (including branding and packaging) and sell a Chocolate treat. 



The learners were in their groups before the roles were assigned, therefore had established 
clear success criteria, within a six-week timeline. The introduction of team roles therefore 
came as a natural progression to create more structure within the groups. Seven groups were 
competing against each other: - five groups of four and two groups of three.  
 
During lesson one, the following roles were introduced:  

• Mediator - Strives to create a harmonious and positive team atmosphere (in groups 
of four only). 

• Gate keeper - Quality assures finished tasks to ensure the team are ready to move 
onto the next success criteria.     

• Hunter gatherer - Seeks to uncover new innovative solutions and skills that will 
give the team a competitive edge. 

• Innovator - Encourages imagination and contributes new and alternative 
perspectives and ideas. 

As time keeper, the teacher met with Gate Keepers for two minutes at the start and end of 
every lesson, to ensure groups were on task. This meeting allowed Gate Keepers briefly to 
update progress and report any concerns within the group.  
Within the department there is a focus on raising digital literacy. For this reason, the role of 
reporter was not designated to an individual, but instead progress was monitored within the 
groups and ICT roles assigned where appropriate. For example, it was observed that one 
learner (Innovator) with barriers to learning, was struggling to cope with the social aspects of 
team work. This led to the decision being taken, to ask all Innovators to update the learning 
log for that day on the PC.  
 
Groups were allocated drawers in a storage area to keep their resources together. Similarly, 
groups created an online storage space using Microsoft Teams, and a collaboration space 
using Microsoft One Note. Each group was given a set of flashcards showing their team roles 
and an outline of their responsibilities. Furthermore, these resources were shared on Teams, 
to help reinforce the task and to update those who were absent. Groups were explicitly told 
that the newly assigned team roles were introduced to support and complement their success 
criteria. This meant that every learner had the responsibility to achieve the success criteria for 
that day, and, a responsibility to their group to perform each of their team roles.  To ensure 
everyone was aware of their role, tasks were allocated during the lesson e.g. Innovators were 
asked to return trays etc. During the next three lessons team roles were reinforced in a similar 
way whilst revisiting the success criteria through learning and teaching.  
 
Findings  
In lesson one it was observed that some learners were reluctant to change, which raised 
concerns that that the introduction of team roles may somehow dilute their learning from the 
enterprise project. In addition, some capable learners voiced concern that they would not be 
able to display their creativity to its full potential, whilst having to encourage others. 



However, many learners welcomed a new role and the opportunity to try a different dynamic 
within the team.  
 
As the lesson progressed, learners who often require additional support were observed taking 
individual accountability for their role, as suggested by Carroll (2018). This also supports the 
Black and Wiliams (2007) theory that collaborative working can raise attainment, as these 
students displayed a renewed sense of enthusiasm for their learning intentions.  However, this 
sub group of learners did require differentiated instructions to ensure they were able to 
process these directives.  
 
During lesson two however, a positive interdependence was observed in the mixed ability 
groups. Learners had now taken ownership of their roles and had set high expectations of 
each other, in a bid to win the competition. This meant that capable learners were able to 
reinforce team roles to those learners who often require additional support, thus ensuring the 
groups were self-sufficient. In one of groups of three however this was not the case. In this 
group all three learners had barriers to learning. Pupil A had a processing delay, Pupil B had 
dyslexia and Pupil C suffered from anxiety. Pupils B and C coped well in achieving level 3 
benchmarks with support throughout the year. Pupil A however, was struggling with level 2. 
This team was constructed giving consideration to these barriers to learning. However, 
professional judgement assumed that given the effective relationships between each of these 
learners, the team could achieve positive interaction. By lesson four it was evident that this 
was not possible and that the learners’ needs had greater impact on the team roles than the 
team roles had on the outcomes.  
 
Nevertheless, in a group of four where one learner experienced global learning difficulties 
and had English as a second language, promotive interaction was observed. This was 
facilitated through ICT with learners able to have effective conversations using Microsoft 
Teams. This meant that the learners could use the chat facility to collaborate whilst working 
on online documents. This observation was consistent throughout the remaining five groups. 
These groups used the collaboration space on One Note to work on documents in real time, 
whilst offering each other feedback on Teams. The conversation facility on Teams was 
displayed on the interactive whiteboard in the room throughout all lessons, to ensure no 
violation of ICT policy. 
 
A further extension of social skills was observed in lesson three, where learners were using 
their creative skills to create packaging for the chocolate treats. During this Interdisciplinary 
lesson, learners were away from the PCs and back at group tables. A change was observed in 
the atmosphere, as learners’ working relationships appeared to be more effective. There was 
initial concern that that the Innovators would take control of this lesson, however this was not 
the case, as the team roles appeared to have a positive influence on the success criteria in this 
lesson. This was particularly true of the group of three where there was little interdependence. 
These learners welcomed the opportunity to work on a practical task and use a variety of 
colours and textures to create the packaging.  
 



In lesson four, learners were asked to evaluate their performance in their roles through group 
discussion. This was prompted through plenary cards showing standardised questions. 
Learners were encouraged to reflect initially on others, using the praise sandwich technique, 
and then on their own performance. It was found that learners were honest in their feedback. 
Through this exercise, they were able to empower their peers to work on their areas for 
development, in areas such as communication and creativity. This meant that the whole team 
could gain a competitive advantage in the Choccy Challenge. 
 
Conclusions  
In summary, team roles allowed for a greater degree of differentiation, in that a variety of 
techniques could be trialled and the effects of such measures scrutinised in close proximity. 
This meant that able teams could remain on track to achieving their success criteria, allowing 
the teacher to micro teach in the group where barriers to learning were prevalent.  
Neverthless, individual accountability was much stronger and the team more efficient when 
roles were introduced. It was observed that individual learners contributed more to the team 
when they had a specific role, than they did during the two weeks of the study, prior to roles 
being assigned.  However, it was also observed that not all learners were happy with their 
role and this could affect attainment. This meant that close attention had to be paid to 
relationships, to ensure early intervention where necessary.  
 
These observations uphold the theory of Jenlink and Jenlink (2009), that cooperative learning 
can have a positive impact on attainment when used in the correct environment. However, 
this study acknowledges that assigning and sustaining group roles is a complex task 
Edmondson et al (2007).  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
This study provided an insight into the effectiveness of different teaching practices. 
Cooperative learning facilitated the ability to micro teach a targeted group of learners.  Pre-
planned roles can be assigned to individual learners, in the knowledge that success criteria are 
achievable. This will allow more resources to be focused on those learners requiring 
additional support, thus contributing to closing the attainment gap. This study has highlighted 
how able learners can be challenged further when working in cooperative groups, as they are 
required to follow deeper thought processes to ensure that they are working in congruence 
with other team members. It has also inspired a desire to introduce more visual and sensory 
aids to lessons, to ensure equity for learners with barriers to learning.  
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