
	

What happens when co-operative learning roles are introduced in the classroom? 
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Rationale  
The integration of co-operative learning in classroom-based practice has become more 
prominent in recent years and thus, is thought to be more advantageous over individual 
learning-based strategies (Cloud, 2014). Co-operative learning encourages pupils to build 
upon their own knowledge, connect new ideas and experiences with their peers to form new 
or enhanced understanding of the learning being explored (Brame, C.J. and Biel, R., 2015). 
The advantages of co-operative learning over individual work, are said to positively increase 
social interaction, transfer of ideas, and group leadership skills but only if used correctly 
(Davis, 1999, Giraud, 1997, Johnson and Johnson, 1999, 2009). The groups’ rationale for 
selecting co-operative learning for practitioner enquiry established from a discussion 
surrounding the issue of challenge and engagement of pupils within our classes. We 
discussed that although many forms of group work take place in our classes we don’t believe 
that pupils are working co-operatively, as many do not have an individual purpose, therefore 
allowing others to do the majority of work whilst they make minor or no contributions. 
Following this discussion, we decided to focus on allocating cooperative learning roles within 
our classroom. This enquiry will thus investigate what happens when roles are introduced in 
one primary school class and discuss if doing so helps to stimulate learning to promote 
challenge and engagement of pupils. 
 
Aims  
According to Cloud (2014) co-operative learning allows pupils to exchange ideas much 
quicker and effectively, allowing the more knowledgeable pupils to assist pupils who are less 
understanding of the subject. In addition, it provides advantages of leadership skills as pupils 
learn how to manage many different tasks at once, ensuring each person has a significant role 
which they are responsible for.  Thus, the aim of this enquiry was to find out what happens 
when roles are introduced within group work in the classroom. We focused on increasing the 
participation and engagement of children through the incorporation of mixed ability groups. 
 
Methodology  
This enquiry was conducted over a four-week period within in a primary 2 class. As pupils 
within the class are involved in group learning activities every day, they were somewhat 
knowledgeable regarding some of the key skills and qualities of effective group work. To 
ensure the children fully comprehended the different group roles and the tasks associated 
with the roles, they were displayed on the wall as well on the SMART board during co-
operative work for reference.  Pupils were divided into mixed ability groups of two, as this 
was deemed most appropriate to suit their age and stage. At the beginning of each 
interdisciplinary learning (IDL) lesson when co-operative work was planned, pupils were 
asked to number themselves one or two, they were then allocated specific roles and instructed 
on how to effectively perform this role as well as being provided with task instructions. The 



	

groups were kept the same over the four-week period to ensure the children could form a 
positive working relationship with their peers. 
 
During the first observation in week one of the enquiry, pupils were not provided with a role. 
They were simply provided instructions to get to know one another by asking a series of 
personal questions. The observations highlighted that many of the children were engaged for 
a short period of time and then would begin to wander off topic. Afterwards pupils were 
asked the meaning of working co-operatively to provide an insight into the children’s thought 
process. Afterwards I provided examples of the meaning and children were asked to complete 
an exit pass if they were looking forward to working co-operatively with their partners. 
During the next two observations, the pupils were then allocated roles during their co-
operative learning tasks and it was evident that the children were excited about the tasks as 
well as their roles. Each child had a role of either: timekeeper, resource manager, researcher 
and writer. Again, at the beginning of each lesson the children were provided with 
instructions of the task and an explanation as to how to carry out the role effectively. The 
children were closely observed over the lessons, with key conversations being noted, to 
evidence the work the children were participating in. From these observations it highlighted 
that by organising pupils into mixed-ability groupings it allowed the less able children to be 
supported by their peers. However, it also highlighted that these children then supporting 
were lacking on feeling challenged.  
 
For the final observation the pupils were set the task to create a poster based on their findings 
from previous weeks, the roles were slightly altered to timekeeper, resource manager, writer, 
illustrator and both children were reporter. By allocating both children the role of reporter it 
ensured that one child did not feel the sole pressure of reporting to the class and the role 
could be equally shared. Additionally, it indicated whether one child had been leading the 
learning over the past 4 weeks or if both children actively participated in the research and 
work completed. 
  
Findings  
 
In order to gather evidence for this enquiry a variety of sources in the form of observations, 
exit passes, pupil voice and jotter work were used. In week one of the enquiry children were 
observed evaluating their reactions and interactions of engagement in co-operative learning. 
As previously stated, the pupils were given the task of finding out personal information from 
their partner to form a relationship. As expected, the noise level was quite loud, but most 
children were engaging well. However, it was noted there were a few unhappy faces and a 
few children who were not engaging as well as others, this was indicated by their lack of 
conversation, body language and attitude. It was evident that they were unhappy with their 
partners, as they were grouped with children they wouldn’t usually work with. At the end of 
the lesson pupils were asked to complete an exit pass if they were looking forward to working 
co-operatively. The children who were observed had stated that they were not looking 
forward to it, as highlighted in appendix one. When I questioned about their vote, the children 
stated “It’s just because I’ve never worked with X before”, “I don’t know if I will be good at 



	

co-operative learning because I’ve never done it before”. After a discussion with these pupils 
the positives of working with someone new and trying something different as well as the 
importance of having a growth mind-set was noted. 

However, in weeks 2 and 3 the interactions of most children and their willingness to 
participate and most importantly enjoy co-operative learning tasks were positive. They 
responded well to being allocated a specific role. The children were given some autonomy in 
choosing their two job roles, in order for the children to play towards their strengths. A few 
children at times were not fully immersing themselves in the tasks but they only required a 
friendly reminder and some encouragement from their partners. Observations highlighted 
pupils using positive language when communicating with one another, statements such as 
“that’s a really good drawing”, “wow, I like your writing”, “you are doing really well, keep 
going”. Throughout weeks 2-4, children questioned “Are we doing co-operative learning 
today?” and when informed they were they were excited to begin their tasks. The pupils at 
the end of each lesson were encouraged to be reflective when completing their exit passes as 
to whether or not they thought they worked co-operatively, as highlighted below, the children 
expressed that they did and it was evident that they were engaging well through observations. 

During, the final week the focus of observations were based around the interactions of the 
children as they worked towards completing a persuasive poster task. The results were very 
positive, and all children were focused on their tasks working positively and communicating 
well with one another. This is evident from the completed poster. At the start of the lesson 
pupils were provided with time to discuss their ideas about what they wanted to put on their 
poster as well as being provided instructions about their roles. In addition to this, at the end of 
the lesson a survey was created for children to complete in order to identify if they enjoyed 
co-operative learning and working with someone new as well as identifying their favourite 

role. 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
There was a significant improvement in the interactions of pupils throughout the completion 
of this enquiry. I believe the integration of mixed-ability groups strongly supported in aiding 
with fulfilling the individual roles throughout co-operative learning, evident through 
increased engagement and motivation during all lessons. The children worked well with one 
another and it was evident they had a common goal which they aspired to complete by 
fulfilling their role. However, it must also be noted that there were a few times throughout the 
lessons that I had to encourage a few pupils to fully engage and work co-operatively with 
their partner. Said children were the pupils identified in week one who had shown reluctance 
in co-operative learning. Additionally, as previously stated I am unsure if the more able 
pupils received the same level of challenge as the less able children, as often they seemed to 
be providing a more supportive role. Nevertheless, the data gathered from this enquiry has 
suggested that the integration of group roles within co-operative activities has positively 
impacted the learning and engagement of pupils.  
 
Implications for Future Practice  
 
As a result of this enquiry, I will continue to manage co-operative learning activities in this 
way. I strongly believe that using mixed-ability groups and assigned roles allows for 
maximum engagement and motivation from pupils to be obtained. In conjunction with the 
theories provided by Davis (1999), Giraud (1997) and  Johnson and Johnson (1999, 2009) 
who state the advantages of co-operative learning over individual work, are said to positively 
increase social interaction, transfer of ideas, and group leadership skills which I believe have 
been justified through the completion of this enquiry.  
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Appendix 2 - Observation Notes   



	

Task – What are the effects of climate change? Researching using iPads. 

Focus of observation: 2 Co-operative learning groups, mixed-ability pairings, effectiveness of 
introduction of group roles. 

Group 1:  

Pupil A- (timekeeper and writer) To begin with the child seemed uninterested in the task 
whilst pupil B began to research, she wasn’t engaged with what her peer was doing and was 
busy watching others in the class. She required some encouragement to engage and once she 
received encouragement from myself and her partner, she became more involved. She had 
some issues with spelling, but her partner helped, and this greatly benefited her and seemed 
to boost her confidence. 

Pupil B – (resource manager and researcher) Child had a very good understanding of the task 
and worked well within the team to ensure he was being encouraging and keeping his partner 
on track. He followed the instructions of the task to access the chosen webpage and supported 
his partner in helping her record their findings.  

 

Group 2: 

Pupil A – (timekeeper and writer) Child was very focussed on the task and was eager to keep 
his partner on the task, I heard him say ‘come on, we need to start the task, you take the iPad 
and I will help you’ this really encouraged his partner to begin the task. As there was a visual 
timer on the board he would regularly check in with his partner and say ‘come on, we can do 
this, we only have X amount of minutes left, let’s go go go!’. He recorded their findings 
clearly. This role was effective for this partnership as it allowed them to complete their task 
as his partner is somewhat reluctant to write. 

Pupil B – (resource manager and researcher) This child enjoyed the role as resource manager 
and was very involved in the task. I would hear his partner say ‘oh we need X’ and he would 
go and fetch it straight away. He tried very hard to research on the iPad but at times would 
become distracted and would require encouragement and support from his partner. I feel that 
these were the best jobs for this child as he would have become disengaged if assigned other 
roles. 

 

 

 

 

 

Task – What can we do to help stop climate change? Researching using iPads. 



	

Focus of observation: 2 Co-operative learning groups, mixed-ability pairings, effectiveness of 
introduction of group roles. 

Group 1:  

Pupil A- (resource manager and researcher) The roles were reversed for this group to ensure 
maximum engagement of the pupil. The switch in roles seemed to benefit the pupil, although 
she still required some support from her partner to help with locating their research. 

Pupil B – (timekeeper and writer) Again this child stuck to his role very well and using the 
visual timer would keep his partner updated with the remaining time. He recorded their 
findings very well and drew and labelled some pictures from this task in preparation for their 
poster task the following week. 

Group 2: 

Pupil A – (timekeeper and writer) As there were absences this child had to switch partners. 
Again, the child was very focussed on the task and worked very well with his partner. He 
kept his partner updated with timings to keep them on track. This child works very hard and 
this was evident from the research findings and drawings recorded.  

Pupil B – (resource manager and researcher) This child enjoyed the role as resource manager 
as this was a different role from the previous week, he ensured that they had all resources 
needed. He also worked well using the iPads and would support his partner by reading out the 
findings he had gathered. 

 


