
	

 

 
What happens when I introduce co-operative learning roles in my classroom? 
 
Nicole Sarah McCormack 

 
Rationale 
Co-operative learning is a pedagogical approach widely used by practitioners across all stages 
of the curriculum and is recognised to be a valuable tool in the educational development of 
our young people. Various studies have concluded that working with others to achieve a 
shared goal not only has educational benefits for learners, but also helps the development of 
important psychological and social skills (McAlister, 2010). However, it is clear that co-
operative learning is failing to be used to its full potential in classrooms across Scotland. 
Dylan Wiliam states that: “Even though there is a substantial body of research that 
demonstrates the extraordinary power of cooperative and collaborative learning, it is rarely 
deployed effectively in classrooms” (Wiliam, 2011). Research has shown that for co-
operative learning to be most productive, the allocation of pupil learning roles should be 
utilised. With this in mind, this enquiry set out to determine the outcome on pupil learning 
when co-operative learning roles were designated. 
 
Aims  
The aim of this enquiry was to determine if pupil learning in a mixed-ability group was 
enhanced with the introduction of assigned co-operative learning roles during group tasks. 
 
Methodology  
Data was collected for this enquiry with the same S1 class over a period of four weeks. This 
class regularly works in groups to complete tasks however they are not usually assigned co-
operative learning roles. Pupils were organised into groups of four and each group contained 
pupils of mixed abilities and genders. This was to ensure that an inclusive environment was 
established in the classroom (McAlister, 2010). Methods of collecting information and data 
during the course of the enquiry included pupil feedback exit passes, reflective diaries, 
effective questioning and teacher observation of pupils. 
 
Prior to commencing this study, the class were organised into their mixed-ability groups and 
were assigned a task to complete. At this stage co-operative learning roles had not been 
delegated to pupils. The class were instructed to work together to complete the task set and at 
the end of the lesson were asked to complete an exit pass individually regarding their group 
work. Pupils were frequently reminded to be truthful in their responses. This exit pass asked 
students to firstly comment on how well they thought their group worked together, and 
secondly on how confident they felt working within their group. For simplicity, students were 
asked to draw an emoji in response to these questions. Pupils were asked to draw either: 



	

• a smiley face to indicate that they worked well as a group/were confident working in 
their group 

• a puzzled face to indicate that they worked ok as a group/were somewhat confident in 
their group 

• a frowning face to indicate that they did not work well as a group/were not confident 
in their group 

 
Following this initial lesson, pupils were then assigned co-operative learning roles within 
their groups for subsequent tasks. Roles were delegated strategically to maximise pupil 
engagement: “The ‘roles’ allocated to pupils present an opportunity to build confidence and 
capacity in learners of different abilities” (McAlister, 2010). The roles allocated were the 
Facilitator, Timekeeper, Resource Manager and Recorder. The role of the Reporter was 
randomly selected at the end of each task to ensure that all members were contributing and 
were not relying on the appointed Reporter to ‘carry’ the group. Over the course of four 
weeks, pupils participated in various co-operative learning tasks, assuming responsibility for 
their designated role. At the end of each lesson pupils rated their group performance and 
individual confidence using the exit pass method detailed above. Pupil observations of group 
discussions were carried out throughout all lessons to determine if and how often each 
member was participating. Pupils were also questioned following tasks and findings were 
recorded via reflective diaries following each lesson. 
 
 
Findings  
It was clear following the initial lesson where pupils had worked together in their groups 
without designated co-operative learning roles that the workload of the task was not shared. It 
was evident from pupil observations and questioning that certain members of each group 
assumed responsibility for completing the task whilst others contributed little. Exit passes 
following this lesson confirmed that almost half of pupils in the class felt that their groups did 
not work well together and a third of the class did not feel confident working in their groups. 
Some pupils who had responded negatively on their exit pass left comments, for example 
pupil A stated:  
 
“We did not work ok as a group because some people didn’t take part.” 
 
When assigned co-operative learning roles were introduced, initial observations confirmed 
that pupils were unsure of what was required of them. Pupils interacted in the same manner 
as they had done previously with the initial group task and pupil exit passes supported these 
findings. Of the 28 pupils in class during the lesson – 2 had drawn frowns, 12 had drawn 
puzzled faces and the remainder had drawn smiley faces. Reflecting on this outcome, 
additional time was spent ensuring that moving forward all pupils fully understood the group 
roles assigned and what was expected for each role as: “No matter what the groups were 
being asked to do, the important rule with assigning roles was to make sure each student 
knows what is expected of him or her” (Coggeshall, 2010). 



	

 
Once pupils fully understood what was expected of them, findings from the subsequent group 
tasks had more positive outcomes. In weeks two and three, the number of pupils responding 
negatively on their exit passes decreased and by week four no pupil in the class was unhappy 
working in their group. Pupil B commented:  
 
“I feel comfortable in my group. I am working with people I can talk to and share my ideas!”  
 
Pupil observations also confirmed that as time passed, pupils formed stronger personal and 
working relationships with the members of their group and as a result had more meaningful 
discussions as well as producing higher quality work. It was evident that engagement 
increased with each task as pupils were aware that the Reporter would be randomly selected 
and questioned: “Cooperative learning ensures all learners take part through the roles given 
and thus effective contributors can be developed” (McAlister, 2010). Overall, by the end of 
week four the evidence showed that all pupils were happy and comfortable working in groups 
to complete tasks and the vast majority felt that they worked well within their groups. Pupil C 
stated:  
 
“We worked well! We have co-operated with each other and made a real team!” 
 
Conclusions  
Following completion of this enquiry it is evident that assigning co-operative group roles can 
enhance learning within the classroom. This study was conducted over a short four-week 
period therefore, it should be noted that results are limited and require further in-depth study 
to be conclusive. However, despite this enquiry’s lack of longevity it yielded positive 
outcomes. It is clear that pupils are more engaged in tasks when they have their own 
responsibilities within their groups and when they are aware that they may be asked to report 
back to the class. This negates the likelihood of pupils ‘sitting back’ and allowing other group 
members to complete the work for them. The continued practice of working in groups 
allowed pupils to form personal and working relationships with their classmates which in turn 
will enhance their psychological and social development as individuals: “…learning is social 
in the sense that working alongside others means that clarification, influence and stimulation 
arises from shared activity; the interpersonal context drives the learning which is taking place 
for many pupils.” (Bryce, 2018) 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Moving forward from this professional enquiry I intend to incorporate co-operative learning 
roles more frequently in my teaching practice. This study has shown that pupils benefit from 
equal responsibility during group tasks and that assigning roles also has a positive effect on 
learner’s confidence of working with others. By organising mixed-ability groups and 
carefully assigning learning roles I was able to challenge pupils of lower-ability in a positive 
and supportive way whilst also ensuring that more capable learners were given the 
opportunity to lead the learning of others. 
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