Megan Murray

What happens when co-operative learning roles are introduced in the classroom?

Rationale
Co-operative learning is becoming an ever-growing learning and teaching strategy employed
across schools. Co-operative learning occurs when learners work together on a set task to
achieve a shared goal. Contribution to the group is equal, so all members are accountable
(Olsen, 2018). The Scottish Government (2020) noted the difference between co-operative
learning and standard group work in that the latter is highly structured. Another defining
feature of co-operative learning is in the assignment of roles to members. Role assignment
ensures that all members contribute and everyone is responsible for the completion and
success of the task (Heller & Hollabaugh, 1992).
Kelly (2018) highlights that co-operative learning can improve leadership skills,
communication skills and encourage children to support one another ultimately, then,
building life skills and developing children socially as well as academically.
Aims
Closing the poverty related-attainment gap is a priority across education systems and of
importance to North Lanarkshire Council. The group agreed that this was an issue we were
committed to tackling in classrooms. From here, the aims of this enquiry were decided, which
were to: •
•

evaluate whether the placement of co-operative learning groups and the assignment of
roles within these groups would create more pupil engagement
assess the extent to which highly able learners were challenged and additional support
needs (ASN) children were supported

Methodology
The enquiry was carried out over a four-week period within a mixed ability Primary 2 class
of twenty-seven pupils, made up of sixteen girls and eleven boys, many from Scottish Index
of Mass Deprivation (SIMD) categories 1 and 2. The co-operative learning groups were used
during Science lessons covering the topic of Animals and Habitats. Children have previously
worked in groups, however, the assignment of roles had never been introduced and it was
often observed that the same children would do the majority, if not all, of the work whilst
others were unmotivated and unengaged in the task. The children were divided into pairs due
to their age and stage. The groups were assigned by the practitioner and were made up of
highly able children and ASN children.

After the groups were chosen and assigned, no roles were assigned during the first week of
the enquiry, for the practitioner to observe the children working together in a way that was
most natural to them. Professional judgement would allow the teacher to observe the effect
roles would then have on the dynamics of the group. The group roles were then displayed
visually in the classroom for children to refer to and each group member had two roles per
task. The roles used were: •
•
•
•

Recorder
Timekeeper
Resource manager
Cheerleader (encourager)

These roles were verbalised, explained and modelled to the children in a pupil-friendly way
appropriate to their stage. The role of the reporter was not assigned until the end of the task in
order to try to achieve the highest levels of engagement until the end.
This enquiry involved the collection of both qualitative and quantitative methods. Before
roles were assigned in the second task, during the first week, pupils were asked to use exit
passes. The children were asked if they found the task easier when working in groups. At the
end of week-four the children were asked the same question; the practitioner then collated
this data and compared and evaluated the responses in percentile form. Moreover, the
practitioner kept a reflective diary throughout, observing the children’s interactions, response
to questioning, and completed work. Professional judgement enabled the practitioner to
reflect and assess the effect group roles had on the dynamics in the children. The practitioner
also engaged in learning conversations with the children noting verbal responses to working
in co-operative learning groups. As the aim of the enquiry was to assess the effect on both
highly able learners as well as ASN children; a wide-angle lens approach was used so that
evidence was gathered as a whole class. To summarise, the sources of evidence gathered in
this enquiry were: •
•
•
•

Observation - participant observation/reflective diaries
Discussion - response to questioning
Documentary analysis - formative assessment in the form of exit passes
Discussion – pupil voice

Findings
The children were introduced to their topic through a recap of previous learning. Whilst cooperative learning groups were chosen and assigned at this point, no roles were given. The
practitioner observed many children not participating or allowing other group members to
take over. It was noted by the practitioner that, as expected, this tended to be pupils in the
class who require greater support. For highly able children, it was observed that the
completed the task quickly, with ease, without any additional input from group members;
thus supporting the rationale that they require further challenge. The practitioner then
explained the exit passes and meanings to the children. The question asked was
“Was the task easier when you worked in your co-operative learning groups?”
It was explained to the children that the happy face meant the task was much easier; the
neutral/straight face meant it was not much easier than working alone and the sad face meant
it was harder. The practitioner used a thumbs up method to assess the children’s
understanding of the question and answers; it was clear all understood. For the first task when
no roles were assigned, there was not much difference in the amount of children who found it
easier compared to not much easier (Appendix 1). Before the roles were assigned the
practitioner gained some pupil feedback on the task. Some responses are noted below, with
names changed to protect the children’s anonymity.
“John doesn’t let me do anything”
“I like working with Sarah she helps with what I am stuck with”
“I had to do everything even when I asked Max to do it, he didn’t and I did everything”
It was clear that working in groups, therefore, often came with challenges and presented
many of the typical dynamics expected from standard group work. After the roles were
assigned, the practitioner noted a changed in dynamics. This was particularly present as the
children were told that anyone may be asked to be the reporter, yet they would not know until
the end. The first task included sharing a social intention with the children which was to take
turns. It was observed that the “cheerleader/encourager” in many of the groups took over the
role of deciding who went first and second, and generally stuck to the rule of taking turns.
Another observation made was that the role of the time-keeper became highly effective. The
practitioner was aware of some children being slower to complete tasks in typical settings,
prior to the enquiry. Upon assignment of the time-keeper role, the children generally always
finished their task.
In Week 3, the task was to draw and name an animal for six different habitats; with the social
intention being to listen to others. The children were informed that after the task we would be
using the “one stray, one stay” method of co-operative learning. This task was intended to
develop talking and listening skills; particularly in the assignment of the reporter. The
practitioner noted that children who often do not offer to share work or ideas in whole class
settings, when given the role of the reporter and asked to share with a peer, displayed
confidence in their ability to discuss their work. Through reflection and the practitioner’s own
professional judgement, it was not that many of these children would not have been able to
complete the task alone, and so completing it and sharing success showed the assignment of
roles to be highly effective in supporting learners.

The enquiry came to a close in Week 4 and the practitioner took the final exit passes and also
used lollipop sticks as a questioning technique to analyse the effectiveness of the enquiry.
The final exit passes showed no change in the previous week, yet a sharp increase in the
children who found tasks easier overall, from Week 1 to Week 4 (Appendix 1). The children
were asked questions regarding their Habitats topic, using lollipop sticks. Previously, children
who would have been unwilling or, in some instances, unable to answer questions based on
understanding, responded well in response. It was clear that they had benefited from working
with highly able learners.

Conclusions
It was clear from this enquiry, that the children were engaged working in co-operative
learning groups. The exit passes showed clearly that the majority of the children found that
tasks easier to access when working together, with a sharp increase after roles were assigned.
The assignment of roles completely altered group dynamics and the most significant finding,
was that children who have additional support needs and/or those who lack social skills
developed well and displayed signs of confidence, previously not seen. Supporting the
enquiry aim then, it can be said that children with additional support needs were definitely
supported in their learning. This supports Vygotsky’s learning theory that children develop
significantly learn through a more knowledgeable other (MKO); developing social
interactions and improving cognitive skills (Doolittle, 1995).
However, observations noted that highly able learners did not always appear to be
challenged. Whilst they did, seem engaged and motivated, and many took on a highly
supportive role, there seemed still to be room for challenge for this group.

Implications for Future Practice
As a result of this enquiry, I would strive to continue implementing co-operative learning
within the classroom. I believe co-operative learning does increase engagement and
motivation and creates and supportive and inclusive learning environment. I shall look
towards other strategies I could implement, through co-operative learning or otherwise,
which will enable highly able learners to be challenged in a way that develops their skills.
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