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Abstract 

Group work is an essential aspect of our personal, educational and professional development, 

yet it is not a common method of assessment in Politics and International Relations departments 

at British Universities. This study explores how instructors can effectively engage students in 

assessed group work to help them develop an appropriate mix of skills by focusing on 

collaborative learning and scaffolding. It draws on primary sources collected from a final year 

Politics and International Relations module at a top-ranking British University. Group work 

assessment is discussed in relation to three points of comparison: cooperative and collaborative 

learning, formative and summative assessment, and individual and group achievement rates. 

The key findings suggest that a) students have the ability to learn collaboratively with minimum 

"scaffolding" in place and prefer being empowered to self-manage their respective groups and 

arising problems and b) formative group assignments and intermediary feedback are perceived 

by students as key in supporting group performance. The findings and proposed 

recommendations provide a guide for educators interested in diversifying their assessment 

methods and supporting students' development. 
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Introduction  

Group activities are an indispensable part of our development. From an early age we engage in 

group play which over time teaches us how to navigate the intricacies of a much more complex 

social system. Throughout the education system, from primary school to university, we further 

engage in group activities and develop a wide range of skills such as communication and 

critical thinking (Gokhale, 1995), enhanced information retention and deepened learning 

(Oakley et al., 2004) and ability to tackle more challenging tasks (Gibbs, 2009). Group work 

not only contributes to students’ personal development and their learning experience, but it 

also prepares them for their future professional life by allowing them to play to their strengths 

and better their weaknesses, developing professional accountability, as well as tolerance and 

respect for each other (Mello, 1993; Jaques, 2000; Ruel et al. 2003; Dolmans et al. 2001; 

Bourner et al. 2001; Maguire and Edmondson 2001; Johnson, and Smith, 2007). As 

universities are one of the most important training grounds for students’ preparedness for 

employment, group work is set to bear some resemblance to a collaborative working 

environment and social situations with the aim of developing an array of skills. 

This article brings to the fore novel discussions on collaborative learning by analysing 

how students work in groups and what can be improved in their practice. To tackle these issues, 

the article first provides a brief review of the literature on group work, with a focus on 

cooperative and collaborative learning, arguing that it is important to distinguish between these 

often conflated terms that sit at the crux of the group work process. It then moves to scaffolding, 

defined as the academic staff support that students need to improve their understanding and 

become better and more independent learners; this discussion frames the analysis of how 

students work most effectively in groups. This is followed by a methodological discussion, 

findings and recommendations that add value to the traditional group work setup.  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-009-9216-y#CR56
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-009-9216-y#CR19
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-009-9216-y#CR7
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-009-9216-y#CR43
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Literature review 

Since the late 1980s a considerable amount of literature has been published on the importance 

of group work in the higher education system. Scholars have given prominence to a host of 

skills that group work offers students (Colbeck et al., 2000; Livingstone and Lynch, 2000; 

Michaelsen, 1992; Cumming, 2010; Hobson et al., 2014, Cumming et al., 2015) and the 

problems that students face while working in groups (Pauli et al., 2008; Walker, 2001; Freeman 

and Greencare, 2011; Maiden and Perry, 2011). Group work research has continued to become 

more elaborate with studies delving into group work design such as group forming mechanisms 

(Webb et al., 2002), devising disjunctive or conjunctive tasks (Curşeu et al., 2011), and 

providing a fairer method of assessment that often includes a peer review element (Pfaff and 

Huddleston, 2003; Erez et al., 2002; Oakely et al., 2004). 

Despite the plethora of research conducted over the last three decades, to date there has 

been little agreement over the meaning of collaborative and cooperative learning and how 

students work more effectively. Some studies do not use both terms but clearly differentiate 

between different types of learning carried out in groups. Johnson and Johnson (1999), in one 

of the key studies in this field, differentiate between “pseudo-learning groups” where students 

see each other as competitors and obstruct each other’s learning, “traditional classroom 

learning group” where little joint work is required and students minimise sharing and helping, 

and a “(high performance) cooperative learning classroom” where students seek each other’s 

support because they realise that they will perform better as a group than individually and are 

highly committed to it. Smith (1996: 74) pushes Johnsons’ latter category forward when he 

claims that cooperative learning should not be about stronger students compensating for the 

weaker ones and only sharing and discussing materials, but it is about building 

interdependence, interaction, accountability, developing team skills and the ability to evaluate 

their group productivity. In today’s language, this understanding comes close to what other 
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scholars would define collaborative learning (Barkley et al., 2014), hence the conflation 

between the two words.   

Collaboration is a process in which two or more persons plan, implement, and evaluate 

a project together [emphasis added] (Jorn and Duin, 1992). This implies that the team is 

involved in all the production stages of the project and solve the task together by being engaged 

in the process of sharing and creating knowledge. Joint knowledge creation means that the 

development of knowledge and understanding is being influenced by the views of the other 

team members which are constantly shared and negotiated through discussions. To some extent 

this sits in contrast to cooperative learning where the group splits a task into subtasks and each 

participant is responsible for doing their part, keeping interaction and active discussions among 

group members at a minimum. While in cooperative learning students may also draw on each 

other’s ideas, this is usually marginal, as group members are more likely to passively accept 

information received from their peers, rather than debating and evaluating it. In other words, 

cooperative learning lacks the interactivity and creativity of collaborative learning 

(Hämäläinen and Vähäsantanen, 2011). Collaborative work offers students opportunities to 

take clearer charge of their projects as co-producers of knowledge.  

Collaborative group work also lends itself to the universal design for learning (Rose 

and Meyer, 2002) that aims to accommodate the needs, interests, strengths and weakness of 

every student and eliminate barriers in the learning process. This implies the curriculum content 

being presented to students in different forms, providing the necessary opportunities for 

students to engage in learning and diversifying the ways in which they can demonstrate their 

learning.  First, students are likely to be more resourceful when working in groups towards a 

project as they get to share multiple types of materials that each member of the group has 

researched, potentially going beyond those proposed by the instructor. Second, engagement 

can be triggered not only by the instructor, but by their own group peers who may highlight the 
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relevance and value of a topic in a different and potentially more incentivising manner, 

fostering collaboration and community can optimise motivation. Third, the frequent meetings 

outside seminars and lectures required for the successful completion of the group project 

provide more opportunities for students to express themselves and contribute in different ways 

to the outcome.  

This approach to collaborative group work is best understood through the constructivist 

epistemological tradition. Constructivists believe that reality is produced and understood 

through interchanges between people, shared objects and activities as individuals create and 

experience meaning together. Collaborative group work meets Vygotsky’s social development 

theory (1978) criteria through social interaction, collective and individual learning 

components, the importance of “more knowledgeable” peers to the construction of knowledge 

where each play to their strengths, and the realisation that through collaboration a task can be 

tackled more extensively.  

However, students’ ability to engage effectively in group work has been questioned. 

Rafferty argues that students’ group work skills are overestimated often due to feelings of 

apprehension about distribution of tasks, cultural uncertainty and problems of logistics, 

requiring instructors to guide desirable group behaviours and norms (Rafferty, 2012). In a 

separate experiment on peer learning group, where students were asked to tackle weekly group 

tasks in preparation for the coming lecture and the end of term assignment, Schedlitzky and 

Witney (2014) find that students are unable to work independently, partially due to the 

flexibility of engaging face to face and online, and the lack of value they allocated to 

empowerment as learners and contributors to content. The question that then arises is whether 

students can work collaboratively and have the skills to do so or is it an assumption that 

instructors often make but needs to be rectified by offering students the right amount of 

support? This is even more important as it has been shown that the students’ perception of 
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academics being too detached from group problems affects their performance and satisfaction 

(Bonanno et al., 1998; Chapman and Van Auken, 2001). The concept of “scaffolding” proves 

helpful in this conundrum. Stratling et al. (2018: 4) define scaffolding as “a dynamic 

intervention provided to facilitate and be responsive to students’ learning progress”. Since 

scaffolding has gained currency over the years, it has been used to describe a holistic 

“integration of multiple resources (experts, peers, technologies, and learning context)” (Kim 

and Hannafin, 2011). However, this article goes back to the original understanding of 

scaffolding in education defined as the “temporary, but essential, nature of the mentor’s 

assistance as the learner advances in knowledge and understanding” (Maybin et al., 1992: 186). 

Recent studies point out that students working in groups require substantial “scaffolding” by 

setting interim targets and timetables or requiring students to write progress reports (Stratling 

et al., 2018). One potential concern with too much scaffolding is the extent to which this takes 

away from students the opportunity to acquire skills that group work is supposed to provide; 

for example, close monitoring of multiple deadlines or conflict solving can take away from 

opportunities to develop project management skills.  

This article first sets group work assessment into context by providing an overview of 

how often it is used in a sample of highly ranked British universities. It then explains the 

methods used to collect the data before moving onto findings. This is followed by two 

assessments, one of whether students can work collaboratively, which maintains focus on peer 

feedback and a minimal level of scaffolding, and one on the degree of scaffolding students 

prefer.  

Group work assessment in Politics and IR departments 

When looking both at module handbooks and at the employability frameworks that career 

centres within universities issue, team work skill is the common denominator. Module 

handbooks are informed by the QAA subject benchmark for the Politics and International 
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Relations discipline (2015). According to the latest version of the document, the concept of 

“group work” and “team work has” 10 occurrences in total, under the sections of “Teaching 

and learning approaches” and “Assessment”.  It stresses the ways through which graduates 

should “collaborate with others to achieve common goals through, for example, group work, 

group projects, and group presentations” in order to become better prepared for professional 

life: “employers regard collaboration and the identification of common goals highly. This is 

especially so as public sector organisations and other agencies increasingly work together, and 

multi-agency teams are developed” (QAA, 2015: 13). 

Indeed, the importance of group work in employment has been highlighted particularly 

in the post-Fordist period of the late 20th century when team structures became common in the 

workplace. Collaborative work was encouraged as the practice of teamwork was associated 

with an increase in productivity (Cappelli and Neumark, 2001: 742). Since the mid-1990s, with 

a further changing global economic environment, employers have focused on the “the ability 

to work collaboratively as requisite to success” (Lookatch, 1996). Two decades later, 

communication, cooperation and team work remain one of the most sought-after qualities by 

employers. In a survey conducted by Ashridge Business School of 600 organisations from 

around the world, 75 per cent of their teams are spread geographically, 30 per cent are also 

spread across time zones, and half are “virtual” and “rarely met”, indicating the importance of 

teamwork, including emotional intelligence, collaborative work and soft skills for employers 

(Tieman, 2012).  

Responsive to the market, career centres within universities emphasise the importance 

of team skills. For example, when analysing the framework for embedding employability in 
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higher education from the eight most research-intensive Universities in the North of England1, 

which includes the university where this research was carried out, common elements can be 

identified. Out of the six skills that appear in all employability frameworks, i.e. commercial 

awareness, IT skills, communication skills, problem-solving, project management or 

organisation skills, and teamwork (Perkins, 2018), the latter four can most adequately be 

achieved through group work.  

However, when looking at the group work assessments carried out at the same 

universities within Politics and International Relations departments, the numbers are generally 

low, with the exception of University of Manchester.  A brief indication of this practice is 

provided in the table below. 

Table 1 here 

Despite the expectation that students will develop teamwork skills at university, group 

assessment is not a common method in Politics and International Relations departments in 

some of the top British Universities sampled. Moreover, there is a concern in the wider 

literature that even when group work is employed as a means of assessment, only a few pay 

particular attention to developing students’ teamwork knowledge and skills (Hansen, 2006) 

and enhancing the group experience overall (Chapman and Van Auken, 2001).   

Methods 

The sample of this study comprises of 46 students enrolled in a third-year module that the 

author convened in a Politics and International Relations department from a highly ranked 

British university. This was a one year-long module, optional and from the area studies field. 

 
1 N8 Research Partnership is a not-for-profit organisation funded by eight member universities from the North of 

England, to promote deeper collaboration between universities, business and society, drive innovative research 
and regional economic growth.  
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The module assessment had three components, a formative and summative essay group 

component, scrutinised in this article, and an individual essay component.  

Research indicates that while students prefer to choose their own groups (Osmond and 

Roed, 2010), these tend to gravitate around friendships and are not as effective as groups 

selected by the teaching staff (Felder and Brent, 2001) based on performance levels, academic 

strengths and weaknesses, ethnicity and gender (Connery, 1988). While in this study groups 

were formed based on some of Connery’s features such as ethnicity and gender, including 

whether students were native English speakers and have learning disabilities, for a new tutor 

students’ academic strengths and weaknesses can be difficult to grasp at the beginning of the 

module. In hindsight, a better way for an instructor unfamiliar with the students is to highlight 

a number of skills that a group requires to accomplish a particular task and then ask students to 

identify their skills and then form groups accordingly (Rafferty, 2012). The cohort of students 

had a gender split of 57 per cent female and 43 per cent men and diversity split of 64 per cent 

British and 36 per cent non-British students, both of which was reflected in the composition of 

groups. The study relies on three primary sources. First, it uses 47 peer evaluation forms 

submitted part of the summative assessment inform this article. In these forms students were 

asked to define their group work process, including their own contribution to it, and to mark 

each of their peer’s effort. The peer grade represented 33 per cent of their group summative 

grade, while the rest of 67 per cent came from the essay the group produced. These forms shed 

light on group dynamics. Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted with nine 

participants, each representing one of the 14 groups. Each group generally included three or 

four members, except for four groups of two which were formed due to drop outs or small 

seminar groups. Interviewing the remaining five groups was restricted by delays caused by 

ethical approvals vis-à-vis the new EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the 

graduation of interviewees. Otherwise, further interviews for each of the remaining groups and 
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surveys for the entire sample drawing on existent group work survey models (Cumming et al. 

2015; Gatfield, 1999; Stratling et al., 2018) would have been conducted.   Thirdly, the results 

from both group formative and summative assessment, as well as the individual assessment 

component are considered. The group component represented 33 per cent of the final grade 

while the individual component represented the remaining 67 per cent difference. These grades 

serve as an insight into achievement rates by allowing comparison between formative with 

summative results, and individual work with group work.  

All interviews took place over Skype and phone. The interviews were semi-structured 

and drew largely on the literature discussed in the previous section. Given that the interviewer 

also convened and taught the module, potential issues of response bias was considered. This 

concern was, however, mitigated first by the fact that the interview took place after all 

participants had graduated. Second, in order to remove power asymmetries potentially 

eschewing the results, the researcher made herself available for written feedback in case 

students wanted to complement their oral interview and felt more at ease to do so in indirect 

interaction. Students were clearly informed about the purpose of the project and the possibility 

to amend any information provided in the interview or withdraw altogether from the study at 

any point. 

The limitations of this study are foremost related to the relatively small sample of 

participants and the selection of the sample which draws on one institution only, where the 

admission bar of the department is set high at three straight As. The influence of the students’ 

background on their behaviour and skills cannot be dismissed either (Renshaw, 2013).  Both 

these limitations make generalisations less suitable despite offering an in-depth view of 

students’ collaborative work. This article can nevertheless serve as a model in the conduct of 

further research across departments and educational institutions. 
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Findings and discussions 

This section presents the findings of the main question “How do students work in groups?”, 

with a focus on collaborative work, feedback and scaffolding. 

Collaborative group work 

In order to assess whether students worked collaboratively or not, several indicators derived 

from the literature review were considered: face-to-face group meetings, online group 

meetings, tasks undertaken as a group and individually, and peer feedback. 

Before moving on, it should be clarified that at the beginning of the module students 

were provided with simple verbal guidelines about how to operate in groups. They were 

encouraged to meet in person and get to know each other and not resort solely to online 

platform; to exchange ideas and engage in debates; to plan well in advance; and to ensure that 

the overall output is a coherent flowing piece of work. At the same time students were warned 

about the risks of working separately and simply copying and pasting their individual sections 

into a bigger article, and about free-riding behaviour. Students were also reminded about the 

lecturer’s availability for any arising issues. These guidelines were repeatedly reinforced 

throughout the module, both in lectures and seminars. Beyond this advice, there were no 

constraints on how the groups should operate. 

Findings suggest that students often met in person and appreciated the importance of 

these meetings. From both evaluation forms and interviews, two main lines of arguments 

emerged. Some pointed out that messages easily got lost in online communication while when 

meeting in person more topics and issues got covered in a shorter time-span (Interview with G, 

2018). Others planned well ahead and booked study rooms in the library to facilitate face to 

face discussions which covered anything “From simple questions to do with referencing style 

to more complex issues regarding whether or not we ought to come up with a theoretical 

concept” (J, 2018). Moreover, on average groups met 8-10 times and a minimum of 4-5 times. 
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Those 4 groups that met more and fall within the first category achieved over 70+, while those 

who met less scored less. This suggests a positive correlation between meeting face-to-face 

and grade results; Schedlitzky and Witney (2014: 207) came to a similar conclusion when 

analysing the responses of 30 MBA students. This finding is worth investigating on a larger 

scale as it could shape the guidelines on how groups can operate effectively.  

Beyond meeting in person, all groups used online platforms to communicate. Social 

network Facebook was preferred and served as an organising tool for setting meetings and 

agendas and hence enabled students to manage their time well, as they acknowledged the 

difficulty of clashing schedules and the need to set timely deadlines to ensure the successful 

completion of the project. Facebook was also deemed useful for smaller queries such as 

checking concepts or sections that they were unclear about from their own readings or peers’ 

sections, but not for discussing the assessment in detail. This is in line with other findings 

showing that Facebook can offer an informal learning space for students (Madge et al., 2009). 

Additionally, a Google Docs was set up by all groups to coordinate effective writing, feedback 

and editing; it was described as “an invaluable platform to share literature, comment, criticise 

and bounce ideas off each other” (L, 2018). Indeed, online learning through Google Docs in 

this case, in comparison to face-to-face, enabled some students to take their time to compose 

thoughtful responses and make their voices heard (Kassop, 2003).  

 

By combining face-to-face learning with multiple technological tools, students created 

a blended learning environment that they self-regulated. Such an environment encourages 

learners to stay motivated and actively involved, to develop strong organisational skills (Oh 

and Lim, 2005) and time management skills (Aycock et al., 2002), and to accept “responsibility 

for constructing meaning and understanding” (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004). Additionally, 
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blended learning created the space for asynchronous discussions needed when timetabling was 

tight, a common issue raised by the students in this study. 

 

Meyer (2003), Garrison and Anderson (2003) argue that students do not value online 

discussions for developing deep, reflective and meaningful understandings, but this research 

argues that different platforms were used for different purposes and it is important for 

instructors to recognise this in order to advise students appropriately and conduct effective 

group work. While Facebook discussion indeed did not lead to deeply thoughtful discussions, 

face-to-face discussions throughout the group work process and Google Docs at later stages of 

the writing process were vital. 

 

In both interviews and peer review forms, students highlighted the importance of 

collaborative work, i.e. having joint discussions and exchanging feedback to enable them to 

build an overarching argument. The most common benefit mentioned was the “power of the 

group”, i.e. the usefulness of peer feedback and joint effort in writing and editing, along with 

the opportunity for deeper and broader topical understandings, exchanging and creating ideas, 

as well as the development of certain skills. Some of this is captured well by an interviewee 

who explains that “it was good to have someone to work with on an argument, to give equal 

attention to an issue as opposed to when working on an individual essay” (Interview with E, 

2018). Group power was also often praised for mistakes being more easily flagged up and 

editing being at a much higher standard than it would have been in an individual assignment 

(Interview with B, 2018). A European student mentioned her qualms and the peer support 

received:  

I was uncomfortable to ask for help in the first year of university study; I was new to 

economics and I was too shy to approach lecturers. I didn’t know where to turn for help 
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(…) I wish group work was more common and introduced earlier than the 3rd year (…) 

I found group work easier because I could ask for help, bounce ideas around and get 

feedback. In an individual project, you are the only expert (Interview with H, 2018). 

For some, working in groups widened their perspective on the topic tackled and the quality of 

work: 

an individual essay wouldn’t have covered as much as in a group work where you get 

an insight into what others do and is rewarding. The parts of the essay we wrote together 

were the best ones and you could see the added value of working in groups. (Interview 

with C, 2018). 

Whilst bouncing ideas off each other from the early stages of planning and writing some 

sections together was characteristic of all groups researched and in line with the expectations 

of an effective group work, the engagement of students in peer feedback was much lower 

despite it being an essential element of collaborative work. While in some proportion peer 

feedback is found in multiple aforementioned activities and stages of the group work process, 

it is invaluable when students use it to assess each other’s individual work part of the 

conjunctive task, for example. Commenting on each other’s work and eventually using the 

marking criteria to run this informal assessment would be extremely beneficial, but it also is 

what students are reluctant to do.  

Five out of the nine students explicitly described how they engaged in substantial 

constructive and critical peer-feedback. The first category of students generally described a 

collaborative process where they shared ideas, raised questions to each other that varied from 

theoretical concepts to referencing style, wrote sections together and provided comments on 

each other’s written sections. In the words of one of these students the “constructive feedback” 

received was seen as “the biggest perk of the project (…) we all had different writing styles, 
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ideas and approaches to the question, but we made a big effort to listen to each other and bounce 

off each other’s ideas to give the best answer possible” (Interview with D, 2018).  

However, four students, despite explaining a satisfactory level of collaborative work 

undertaken in their individual groups, did not engage in a deeper peer-feedback process. In two 

instances, students focused more on “language issues and taking out text” (Interview with H, 

2018) and ensuring “the line of argumentation does not veer away from the central argument” 

so that the essay reads as one coherent piece (R, 2018). Some expected more critical feedback 

from their group peers, but limited knowledge or exposure to a new topic sometimes made this 

difficult or simply group members were perceived as too “accommodating” and not sufficiently 

“critical” (Interview with A, 2018). In another instance, because students “trusted each other” 

in producing individual sections of the essay to a high standard, only retrospectively, they 

realised that their article would have benefited from further peer feedback (Interview with C, 

2018). Not only that students are missing out on opportunities to provide feedback to each other 

and improve their group work, but by dividing the tasks between different group members and 

not critically evaluating them they end up with fragmented knowledge which can defy the 

purpose of group work.  

This finding partly subscribes to some of the criticism expressed in the literature that 

“insufficient/inappropriate facilitation and structuring of the activities (especially the ‘how to’ 

discuss)” and “a misinterpretation of cohort skills” can impede group learning (Schedlitzky 

and Witney, 2014: 209). Other studies have found a strong positive correlation between 

interaction, defined as students giving help and offering explanations to their peers, and 

achievement (Peterson et al., 1981; Webb and Cullian, 1983: 421). All these findings informed 

the following three recommendations which could help improve peer feedback: 1) instructors 

should encourage students to review each other’s individual sections regularly in a more 

structured way by providing them with leading questions and brief points extracted from the 
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marking criteria grid. Practice can be provided in regular seminars where peer activities which 

ask students to give each other specific written feedback on small text samples can be 

integrated; 2) groups should be formed by instructors based on students’ skills, hence ensuring 

assets and liabilities are spread evenly across the groups (Michaelsen, 1994) which are more 

likely to perform better and remain stable (Koppenhaver and Shrader, 2003). Students 

eventually value these allocated groups rather than randomly assigned groups or self-selected 

ones as they get to appreciate the benefits of learning from each other (Rafferty, 2012). 3) group 

projects should be designed in a way that require “collaboration and synergistic thinking for 

their successful completion” (Marks and O’Conner, 2013: 157) and makes students realise that 

they could not have achieved the same positive results by themselves, might innately improve 

the engagement with peer feedback.  

While students have generally shown that they have to some extent the necessary skills 

to work collaboratively, at times these need to be fostered and guided to maximise the 

efficiency of group work. This form of guidance, however, does not need to be in the form of 

substantial monitoring interference, as discussed next.   

Scaffolding  

Based on previous research, particularly by drawing on Stratling et al. (2018), the interviewees 

were asked whether they think they could have benefitted from lecturers 1) monitoring group 

meeting schedules 2) checking group minutes submitted 3) monitoring Google Docs to follow 

members’ contributions 4) setting intermediary deadlines and/or targets 5) giving each 

individual group intermediary feedback.  

Table 2 here 

Findings suggest that students prefer not to be constrained or monitored in their work due to 

the perceived interference with potentially negative consequences for the stability of the group.  
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None of the students interviewed considered it useful to have their meeting schedules 

monitored. The common explanation was that at third year level students are used to working 

on their own and they should have the skills to manage their schedules and organise group 

work themselves. “It [monitoring group meetings] would defy the purpose of group work. 

Meetings were spontaneous at times, meeting after lectures or seminars was more productive” 

(Interview with C, 2018). 

Submitting minutes from meetings and allowing the lecturer to have access to the 

groups’ joint Google Docs were also rejected for similar reasons. Most argued that these 

“scaffolding” measures were an artificial fix, prone to create inaccurate perception students’ 

contributions and more likely to disrupt the flow of the group than to assist it. For instance, the 

issue of the format and detail of the minutes taken in meetings was a concern, as was the fact 

that peers may be more likely to withhold sharing ideas and information in informal settings 

because they would keep them for formal meetings that were minuted or add them on Google 

Docs to enhance the perception of their individual contribution. There was clearly a concern 

about these measures giving rise to individualism and competition rather than being conducive 

to a collective group work. Additionally, students pointed out that some are more active and 

articulate when writing than when speaking and vice-versa, and some scaffolding measures 

would put some at a (dis)advantage. However, several students recognised the potential benefit 

of these checks in minimising free riders, group disputes and recording presence at meetings, 

but rarely did they think it would have been suitable for their own group. Intermediary targets 

and deadlines were also received with reluctance. Not only that the idea was not embraced, but 

different individual timetables and work styles, where some read more broadly before starting 

to write up, were seen as significant impediments as well. Instead of applying a set of 

“controlling” measures, as they were often perceived rather than “scaffolding” measures, 

students suggested to be provided with clearer “guidelines” about an “ideal” number of 
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meetings that groups should organise and approximate deadlines that they can use as points of 

reference to ensure a gradual completion of the project. The optional and yet useful nature of 

these measures was stressed. 

These findings are contrary to those of Stratling et al. which drew upon surveys and 

interviews with students from the same university but a different department which show that 

students prefer having interim targets and timetables set, as well as writing progress reports 

with clear specification of the division of tasks and performance to support direction 

maintenance (2018). However, the current findings align with those of Stratling et al., as they 

both highlighted that intermediary group feedback provides students with guidance on how to 

improve their performance. Numerous other research articles points at the role of feedback in 

both improving performance and motivating students at an individual level (Beaumont et al., 

2011; Ryan and Deci, 2000; Hattie and Timpereley, 2007; Williams and Smith, 2017).  The 

intermediary feedback was the sole suggestion that all interviewees agreed with. There was a 

clear interest in extra feedback, generally in the form of a feedback session during office hours 

or as an extra seminar dedicated solely to group work. However, it also comes as somewhat of 

a surprise given that students had already received feedback on their formatives2 and were 

reminded throughout the term that they can solicit support during office hours, of which 

approximately just over a third of groups took advantage. Only one of the interviewees 

recognised formative feedback as a form of intermediary feedback reason for which he did not 

see the need for adding another layer of feedback half way through the group project (Interview 

with D, 2018). While feedback is useful in supporting students, research also shows that 

students who are less confident in themselves are more likely to ask for frequent feedback 

 
2 The group assessment under scrutiny included both formative and summative elements on non-identical, but 
similar topics and tasks, so that students could use part of the content and structure of their formative as a 
basis for the summative assignment. Students often highlighted the importance of formatives in terms of the 
feedback received, but also familiarising themselves with their peer members and the process of working in a 
group, managing time better, handling conflicts, increasing motivation levels and setting clearer expectations. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057%2Feps.2015.99#CR3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057%2Feps.2015.99#CR3
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(Knight and Yorke, 2003), which may not be conducive to shaping independent learners. An 

instructor has to be clear about the importance of engaging with formative feedback and the 

frequency with which intermediary feedback is provided, judging by the students’ ability to 

deal with a group task, rather than their perceived needs. 

The effectiveness of the formative assignment is noticeable when comparing formative 

and summative group work grades: 11 out of 14 groups achieved higher grades in their 

summative assignments.  In five cases there were significant two-digit differences ranging from 

16 to 30 points (see Graph 1). As students often commented in peer review forms and 

interviews, they worked harder for their summative assignment, motivated by the group work 

experience and feedback received on their formative assignment. Understandably, not all 

universities have the capacity of setting up formatives, but then at least some form of 

intermediary feedback should be made available to students throughout their group work 

process.  

Figure 1 here 

Another good marker of the effectiveness of group work is when comparing the results of 

individual and group assignments. Despite students’ concerns about their grades being lowered 

by group work, the majority of 66 per cent achieved higher grades in group than individual 

work. Out of the 15 students who scored less in individual work than groups work, 14 were 

within the same grading band. In other words, students have a 72 per cent chance of scoring 

higher in a group effort than they would on their own. Results from another British university 

that compares undergraduates’ perceptions of individual and group assessments also concludes 

that while “students may instinctively prefer individual assessment (…) they perform best, and 

achieve greatest perceived development of key skills, in group assessments” (Knight, 2004: 
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63). It is this type of finding that should be included in module handbooks to inform students’ 

choices of modules better, given their concerns about group performance. 

Figure 2 here 

To sum up, students preferred the independence that a group project offered them; they 

recognised the wide range of skills employed to make the group project successful and assumed 

the responsibility that came with it. Therefore, instead of placing constraints on group work, 

students can be provided with a list of guidelines in the form of “checkboxes”. These could 

include a recommended number of face-to-face meetings, approximate intermediary dates by 

which certain progress should be made and supporting documentation on how to use peer 

feedback best. This light scaffolding approach should nevertheless be complemented by the 

instructor’s role as a “positive, proactive agent on behalf of group work” which was found to 

influence students’ attitudes and perceived benefits of group work (Chapman and Van Auken, 

2001). Instructors should run verbal checks on students’ progress, allocate some time in 

seminars and lectures for questions, and remind students of the process and outcome of group 

work and their availability.  

Conclusion  

This article has examined the extent to which students work in groups collaboratively, the 

amount of scaffolding required to improve the efficiency of this process and the lessons drawn 

from it. Most importantly, students can work collaboratively within a group with minimum 

supervision and scaffolding, but benefit from appropriate guidelines on group work process, 

including encouragements to use blended learning and peer feedback appropriately, and having 

set in place formative assignments or intermediary feedback. This worked well in the context 

in which the instructor made herself available to discuss group work and checked verbally but 

regularly on progress. As Chapman and Van Auken (2001: 126) phrase it: “Instructors should 
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express that the process is nearly as important as the output”. Thus, based on the above, a good 

group work would maintain a balance between group members’ self-regulatory behaviour and 

instructors’ scaffold, the latter being mainly in the form of issuing guidelines and reminders, 

and running informal check-up on group progress. 

 The contribution this article makes to the literature is also twofold. It first focuses on 

the concept of collaborative as opposed to cooperative learning, including blended learning to 

peer feedback which can enhance the effectiveness of group work. A collaborative approach is 

deemed essential both to students through the way in which they participate in group work and 

develop their skills, and instructors who design group work tasks. Second, it focuses on 

scaffolding and argues that students can handle collaborative work and prefer less scaffolding 

than Stratling et al. suggest (2018) which can have an empowering and self-regulating effect 

on groups. Given that both pieces of research were conducted within different departments of 

the same university, a larger sample across different departments and universities may help us 

understand what accounts for the differences. While the sample of students used in this study 

is too small to generalise the results, considering that only 27 of 374 modules at the political 

science departments at the universities surveyed had a group work assessment component, this 

article can prove useful to those instructors who are considering adopting this pedagogical 

approach. Additionally, this article advises against regulatory strategies of solving conflict, i.e. 

when an individual student chooses to carry the weight of the task out of frustration (Volet and 

Mansfield, 2006), hence staff non-interference based on the idea that it replicates potentially 

real professional experiences or giving the students the option to work individually rather than 

in groups (Chapman and Van Auken, 2001). These approaches undermine the purpose of 

running group work and the benefits that can be extracted from it, reinforcing instead group 

assessment as a superficial diversification of assessment methods on the curriculum, rather than 

as a practical tool of enhancing group skills.  The focus should therefore not be only on the 
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outcome, but on the process and the skills acquired throughout it. Group self-regulation and 

minimal scaffolding can achieve this objective. 

Group work requires an effective design and guidance at the initial stage of the project, 

but it does not need to become burdensome or time consuming. The preconceived concerns 

that often both lecturers and students hold towards group work can be tackled through 

pedagogical sessions for staff, and by better promoting the benefits of it to students and 

dissuading their concerns about low grade achievement in module handbooks and proforma. 

Group work can be a valuable experience for students and an efficient assessment method for 

staff.  
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