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Rationale  
This area of research was chosen to find out ways of improving pupil engagement with 
digital learning. Since the move to online learning in January 2021 engagement had been 
poor, particularly with pupils in Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) deciles 1-3. 
This was worrying, as poor engagement could hinder pupil achievement, and consequently 
attainment. Lack of engagement could be for reasons outside of the school’s control; 
however, it was important to find strategies to remedy this situation. There is a responsibility 
for schools and teachers to reduce inequalities and obstacles between pupils in school and 
remotely (Marcus, 2016).  
 
Improving attainment seemed relevant as closing the poverty-related attainment gap is high 
on the Scottish Government’s agenda, with the implementation of the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge in 2015. Improving pupil engagement and attainment was also a high priority on 
the school’s improvement plan, with two thirds of pupils coming from areas in SIMD 1-3. 
Therefore, this investigation had the potential for direct positive impact. One strategy known 
to stimulate pupil engagement and attainment was collaborative learning. Various research 
has linked collaborative learning to improvements in attainment. Collaborative learning can 
be defined as an approach where learners work on a task together (MacLeod et al., 2015; 
OECD, 2015). Each learner contributes to, and benefits from others’ involvement in the 
activity.  
 
Johnson & Johnson (1989) and Pantiz (1999) list over fifty benefits of collaborative learning, 
summarising them into four main categories: social, psychological, academic and assessment. 
Academic benefits included improvements to classroom results, appropriate problem-solving 
techniques being modelled, increases in student motivation, and raised attainment through 
shared learning goals. Furthermore, research by the EFF (2016) found very strong evidence 
that the impact of collaborative learning is consistently positive, but pupils must support each 
other and work together, encouraging lower achieving pupils to participate. This is the 
element of collaborative learning that is vital in raising attainment and will be at the core of 
this inquiry. With this in mind, collaborative learning applied in a remote digital setting could 
lead to improvements in engagement and thus, attainment.  
 
Aims 
The first aim of this inquiry was to explore the potential for collaborative peer groups 
organised through Microsoft Teams to encourage participation and increased engagement 
with remote learning.  
 
The second aim was to investigate the potential for collaborative peer groups to be used as a 
tool to raise engagement and attainment for pupils in SIMD 1-3.  
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Methodology 
The inquiry took place over 4 weeks with an S1 BGE class of 28 pupils. Pupils were placed 
into groups of three and labelled a letter. The groups were formed by at least one pupil in 
SIMD 4+ and at least one pupil in SIMD 1-3. This letter corresponded to their group channel 
on Teams, in which they could post work and communicate with each other, as well as 
receive check-ins or guidance from myself. They remained in the same group for the duration 
of the inquiry.  
 
Lessons, along with a group task were uploaded weekly using Teams or Google Slides and 
instructions were repeated in a weekly live lesson for those that needed clarification. 
Instructions for the group task, along with group roles were outlined in each lesson. Each 
pupil in each group was given a different role to fulfil in the group task as this was a means of 
assessing who had engaged with the work. Once the work was complete, pupils were asked to 
individually turn in the group task through Microsoft Teams as this provided another way to 
see who had engaged with the work.  
 
In the final week I also issued a Microsoft Form to pupils which asked for feedback regarding 
how helpful they found the group work.  
Questions included:  
Did you find working in a group helpful? If so/if not, why? 
Did you enjoy working as a group? If so/if not, why? 
Did you feel more responsible for the work when working in a group? If so/if not, why? 
Do you think the group tasks have been helpful to those struggling with the work? If so/if not, 
why? 
 
Data was collected using Microsoft Teams Insights, a departmental pupil engagement 
spreadsheet and feedback from pupils using Microsoft Forms. The data from Teams and the 
pupil engagement spreadsheet tracked which pupils viewed the assignment, submitted work 
and received feedback. The form provided evidence of the collaborative groups being utilised 
as a differentiation tool. The various forms of quantitative and qualitative data used allowed 
for a wider scope of findings. 
 
Findings 
Findings were collected through Microsoft Teams and Forms, and include quantitative data 
taken from insight data and qualitative student feedback. This allowed for a deeper look into 
the capacity for collaborative group work to improve engagement and attainment. Findings 
have been split into overall pupil engagement and SIMD 1-3 pupil engagement to examine 
whether collaborative group work has been beneficial to the most disadvantaged pupils. Each 
of the following graphs use the same colour key to represent different levels of engagement, 
as follows: 
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Prior to the Inquiry  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Prior to the Inquiry S1 pupil engagement was low, with one third of pupils not engaging at all 
in both groups. However, there was still higher levels of engagement class-wide than in 
SIMD 1-3 pupils.  
 
Engagement after the first two group tasks  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overall, engagement improved in pupils that had limited and some engagement – pupils with 
limited or some engagement decreased from just under half of the class to one third, with 
good levels of engagement increasing to one third from just under 20% previously. However, 
there was an increase in pupils not engaging at all. This may have been due to anxieties about 
online group work and using different, or new digital platforms (Appendix 1). In the SIMD 1-
3 group there were significant improvements in engagement. Good levels of engagement 
increased by over 20%, with no changes to the number of pupils not engaging. This suggests 
that collaborative group work is useful in promoting engagement, however, it is only 
successful in pupils that are already engaging with the learning to some degree.  
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Engagement after all group tasks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After the 4-week period overall pupil engagement had made slight improvements. The 
number of pupils not engaging had decreased - from 33% to 29%. Pupils with good 
engagement had increased, however there had been increases in pupils with limited 
engagement and effort. This may have been due to a lack of individual responsibility with 
group tasks, as despite being assigned a role to fulfil within every group task, the majority of 
pupils said they felt less responsible for their work when working in a group in the feedback 
form because everyone is involved (Appendix 2). The most significant changes were in the 
SIMD 1-3 group, in which no engagement decreased by 5% and limited engagement 
decreased by 10%, with good engagement increasing by nearly one fifth (18%). Therefore, 
demonstrating that collaborative group work is beneficial in improving engagement in the 
most disadvantaged pupils.  
 
Pupil feedback on collaborative group work 
A total of 25 responses were collected from the feedback form. Overall, feedback was 
positive, with pupils citing collaborative group work as helpful because “working in a group 
can give you ideas” and you can “get help as you do the task”. Others said collaborative 
group work “gives more support and help when you need it”. 
 

Additionally, pupils enjoyed working 
together. Reasons for enjoying the group 
tasks included: “you get to see the 
imagination from your group mates”, “I 
could do it with people” and “there was 
people to help”. However, some pupils 
stated that they did not enjoy the group 
work because they found it too 
complicated to do online or had difficulty 
in reaching the other members of their 
group (Appendix 3). 
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Finally, pupils thought collaborative 
group work was useful in helping 
those finding the work difficult, 
therefore showing its capacity for 
differentiation. Pupils recognised 
that collaboration helps through 
being given support from your 
teammates, which can lead to a 
better understanding (Appendix 4).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
From the data collected, it is evident that there is strong potential for collaborative peer 
working groups to improve digital engagement, and thus attainment. There were 
improvements overall, but collaboration is particularly beneficial to the most disadvantaged 
pupils, providing opportunities for support and the discussion of ideas with group members. 
Pupils also enjoyed the collaborative work, which may account for increased engagement, 
and found it a useful tool to help those struggling - demonstrating its capacity for improving 
attainment. However, there was still limited reach. The collaborative working groups only 
seemed to improve engagement in pupils with limited or some engagement. Overall, 
collaborative peer groups can improve digital engagement, and thus attainment to some 
degree.  However, there is still a need for other strategies to reach pupils that are not 
engaging at all. Remote collaborative learning can improve limited engagement, but it is still 
not an adequate replacement for classroom learning in which every pupil can be reached. 
 
Implications for Future Practice  
Peer working groups will continue to be utilised going forward, however a few changes will 
be made due to the findings of this inquiry. For example, pupils cited not feeling as 
responsible for the work in group tasks. Therefore, when communicating a group task it is 
imperative to emphasise individual responsibility and involvement. This will be facilitated 
through group roles, individual check-ins and peer rating or feedback. The feedback 
demonstrated that it is also important not to over-complicate online group tasks. If pupils see 
the task as too challenging it can hinder engagement because of distress or fatigue at learning 
new online digital platforms.  
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8 
 

Appendix 2 
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