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What	
  makes	
  groups	
  successful?	
  
	
  

Communica)on	
  was	
  found	
  to	
  be	
  cri)cal	
  for	
  successful	
  group	
  work.	
  More	
  
than	
  92%	
  of	
  students	
  cited	
  communica)on	
  as	
  'important'	
  or	
  'very	
  important'	
  
for	
  successful	
  group	
  work.	
  Being	
  communica)ve	
  was	
  considered	
  an	
  
'important'	
  or	
  'very	
  important'	
  trait	
  of	
  group	
  members	
  by	
  86%	
  of	
  students.	
  
Par)cipants	
  were	
  also	
  asked	
  to	
  rank	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  specific	
  factors	
  in	
  
regards	
  to	
  their	
  contribu)on	
  to	
  successful	
  group	
  work.	
  Over	
  71%	
  of	
  students	
  
ranked	
  communica)on	
  as	
  first	
  (n=94)	
  or	
  second	
  (n=53).	
  In	
  the	
  words	
  of	
  one	
  
student:	
  “Communica)on	
  …	
  can	
  make	
  or	
  break	
  a	
  group's	
  success.”	
  
	
  

What	
  factors	
  are	
  important	
  for	
  successful	
  group	
  work?	
  

InteracBon.	
  When	
  everyone	
  “cooperates	
  and	
  communicates,”	
  “works	
  
hard,”	
  and	
  “does	
  their	
  share”	
  group	
  work	
  is	
  worth	
  the	
  )me	
  and	
  effort.	
  
Assignment.	
  The	
  assignment	
  needs	
  to	
  “relate	
  to	
  course	
  material”,	
  
“require	
  group	
  effort”	
  to	
  complete	
  an	
  “interes)ng	
  and	
  challenging	
  
task”,	
  and	
  be	
  “planned”	
  with	
  “clear	
  learning	
  goals.”	
  
People.	
  A	
  group	
  is	
  successful	
  when,	
  “all	
  members	
  are	
  excited	
  to	
  do	
  
the	
  assignment,	
  want	
  to	
  learn,	
  do	
  their	
  fair	
  share	
  of	
  the	
  work,	
  and	
  
communicate	
  well	
  with	
  the	
  rest	
  of	
  the	
  group.”	
  
Outcome.	
  “Ge9ng	
  a	
  good	
  grade,”	
  “producing	
  good	
  work,”	
  “crea)ng	
  a	
  
novel	
  product,”	
  and	
  seeing	
  the	
  “final	
  product	
  come	
  together”	
  are	
  
important	
  for	
  measuring	
  successful	
  group	
  work.	
  

How	
  do	
  groups	
  communicate?	
  
	
  

Two	
  methods	
  of	
  communica)on	
  dominated:	
  face-­‐to-­‐face	
  (91.2%)	
  and	
  email	
  
(94.6%).	
  Text	
  messaging	
  and	
  telephones	
  were	
  also	
  commonly	
  used.	
  Students	
  
did	
  not	
  report	
  what	
  each	
  method	
  of	
  communica)on	
  was	
  used	
  for,	
  however.	
  
For	
  example,	
  electronic	
  forms	
  of	
  communica)on	
  such	
  as	
  email	
  could	
  be	
  for	
  
sharing	
  informa)on	
  or	
  for	
  scheduling	
  a	
  face-­‐to-­‐face	
  mee)ng.	
  Just	
  over	
  10%	
  
of	
  students	
  reported	
  using	
  other	
  means	
  of	
  communica)on,	
  including	
  Google	
  
Docs	
  (6%)	
  and	
  Carmen	
  (3%).	
  

Conceptual	
  framework	
  
	
  

The	
  overall	
  goal	
  of	
  our	
  project	
  was	
  to	
  come	
  to	
  a	
  be<er	
  understanding	
  of	
  
group	
  work	
  in	
  higher	
  educa)on.	
  This	
  is	
  cri)cal	
  because	
  faculty	
  and	
  librarians	
  
in	
  higher	
  educa)on	
  believe	
  that	
  social	
  learning	
  is	
  very	
  important	
  and	
  they	
  
change	
  the	
  way	
  they	
  teach	
  and	
  design	
  their	
  libraries	
  to	
  support	
  social	
  
learning.	
  Research	
  shows	
  that	
  there	
  are	
  many	
  benefits	
  that	
  students	
  gain	
  
from	
  working	
  in	
  groups	
  (Blumenfeld	
  et	
  al.	
  1996;	
  Burkill	
  1997).	
  However,	
  we	
  
know	
  very	
  li<le	
  about	
  how	
  students	
  do	
  group	
  work	
  outside	
  the	
  classroom.	
  
	
  

Our	
  project	
  seeks	
  to	
  understand	
  what	
  makes	
  some	
  groups	
  successful,	
  in	
  
par)cular	
  what	
  processes	
  lead	
  to	
  success.	
  We	
  conducted	
  an	
  ethnographic	
  
study	
  to	
  answer	
  this	
  ques)on,	
  observing	
  group	
  work	
  across	
  campus	
  and	
  
beyond	
  and	
  interviewing	
  students	
  about	
  their	
  experiences	
  and	
  views	
  of	
  
group	
  work.	
  
	
  

Previous	
  research	
  has	
  focused	
  on	
  group	
  work	
  in	
  the	
  class	
  instead	
  of	
  projects	
  
that	
  take	
  students	
  outside	
  of	
  the	
  classroom.	
  Furthermore,	
  they	
  focus	
  on	
  
learning	
  outcomes	
  instead	
  of	
  group	
  processes,	
  comparing	
  the	
  outcomes	
  of	
  
individual	
  and	
  group	
  learning.	
  Our	
  research	
  examines	
  the	
  process	
  of	
  doing	
  
group	
  work	
  in	
  natural	
  se9ngs	
  from	
  the	
  students’	
  perspec)ve.	
  

Methodology	
  
	
  

We	
  conducted	
  an	
  ethnographic	
  study	
  using	
  a	
  combina)on	
  of	
  qualita)ve	
  and	
  
quan)ta)ve	
  data	
  collec)on	
  and	
  analysis	
  methods.	
  We	
  observed	
  group	
  work	
  
outside	
  the	
  classroom	
  and	
  interviewed	
  students	
  about	
  their	
  points	
  of	
  view	
  
(POV1).	
  Most	
  research	
  on	
  group	
  work	
  is	
  conducted	
  from	
  the	
  perspec)ves	
  of	
  
instructors,	
  administrators,	
  and	
  researchers	
  (POV2),	
  but	
  it	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  
also	
  get	
  the	
  views	
  of	
  those	
  who	
  actually	
  engage	
  in	
  the	
  work	
  of	
  social	
  
learning.	
  
	
  

We	
  used	
  an	
  itera)ve-­‐induc)ve	
  approach	
  moving	
  back	
  and	
  forth	
  between	
  
data	
  collec)on	
  and	
  analysis	
  (Agar	
  2006).	
  We	
  began	
  with	
  broad	
  ques)ons	
  and	
  
then	
  narrowed	
  down	
  our	
  focus	
  using	
  a	
  funnel	
  approach,	
  constantly	
  collec)ng	
  
and	
  analyzing	
  data	
  changing	
  our	
  focus	
  as	
  we	
  learned	
  more	
  about	
  how	
  our	
  
informants	
  did	
  and	
  viewed	
  group	
  work.	
  

Sample	
  
	
  

Over	
  the	
  course	
  of	
  the	
  study	
  we	
  observed	
  more	
  than	
  150	
  students	
  engaged	
  
in	
  group	
  work	
  across	
  campus	
  and	
  interviewed	
  250	
  students.	
  Our	
  non-­‐
random	
  sample	
  consists	
  of	
  students	
  from	
  a	
  range	
  of	
  major	
  from	
  Accoun)ng	
  
to	
  Zoology.	
  The	
  respondents	
  of	
  our	
  ques)onnaires	
  were	
  59%	
  female	
  and	
  
68%	
  white,	
  and	
  represented	
  both	
  undergraduate	
  (70%)	
  and	
  graduate	
  (30%)	
  
students	
  (N=206).	
  The	
  majority	
  of	
  the	
  students	
  were	
  na)ve	
  English	
  speakers	
  
(83%),	
  with	
  a	
  median	
  age	
  of	
  22.	
  The	
  par)cipants	
  lived	
  on	
  campus	
  (33%),	
  near	
  
campus	
  (41%),	
  and	
  commuted	
  to	
  campus	
  (26%).	
  

Do	
  students	
  learn	
  from	
  group	
  work?	
  
	
  

The	
  majority	
  of	
  the	
  students	
  believes	
  that	
  group	
  work	
  has	
  helped	
  them	
  learn	
  
course	
  content	
  (67%).	
  Asked	
  when	
  group	
  work	
  is	
  worth	
  the	
  )me	
  and	
  effort,	
  
students	
  reported	
  when	
  “all	
  members	
  learn	
  and	
  succeed,”	
  “you	
  learn	
  the	
  
course	
  material,”	
  or	
  “I	
  enjoy	
  what	
  I’m	
  learning.”	
  However,	
  another	
  student	
  
noted	
  that,	
  "A	
  good	
  grade	
  doesn’t	
  mean	
  you	
  learned	
  anything.”	
  

On	
  a	
  scale	
  of	
  1	
  to	
  7	
  group	
  work	
  is	
  …	
  

How	
  does	
  experience	
  impact	
  group	
  work?	
  
	
  

Students	
  in	
  our	
  sample	
  were	
  rela)vely	
  experienced	
  with	
  group	
  work:	
  79%	
  of	
  
respondents	
  did	
  group	
  work	
  outside	
  of	
  class	
  at	
  least	
  some)mes.	
  Over	
  50%	
  of	
  
student	
  par)cipants	
  reported	
  having	
  frequently	
  or	
  always	
  been	
  involved	
  in	
  
successful	
  group	
  work	
  (n=103),	
  while	
  34%	
  report	
  only	
  experiencing	
  
successful	
  group	
  work	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  )me.	
  Corrobora)ng	
  this,	
  45%	
  of	
  students	
  
report	
  having	
  rarely	
  or	
  never	
  experienced	
  unsuccessful	
  group	
  work.	
  The	
  
opposite	
  group,	
  those	
  students	
  seldom,	
  rarely	
  or	
  never	
  in	
  successful	
  groups,	
  
and	
  frequently	
  or	
  always	
  in	
  unsuccessful	
  groups,	
  is	
  much	
  smaller.	
  
Interes)ngly,	
  though,	
  only	
  51%	
  of	
  respondents	
  said	
  they	
  like	
  group	
  work.	
  A	
  
significant	
  por)on	
  (42%)	
  of	
  the	
  sample	
  considered	
  group	
  work	
  frustra)ng	
  
frequently	
  or	
  always,	
  while	
  only	
  14%	
  of	
  respondents	
  found	
  themselves	
  rarely	
  
or	
  never	
  frustrated.	
  In	
  summary,	
  then,	
  students	
  who	
  are	
  experienced	
  in	
  
group	
  work,	
  ofen	
  consider	
  group	
  work	
  successful	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  frustra)ng,	
  and	
  
are	
  divided	
  about	
  whether	
  or	
  not	
  they	
  like	
  it	
  overall.	
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Group	
  work	
  across	
  majors:	
  	
  
Engineering	
  &	
  EducaBon	
  

	
  

Examina)on	
  of	
  Engineering	
  (n=23)	
  and	
  Educa)on	
  (n=19)	
  student	
  
ques)onnaires	
  showed	
  some	
  interes)ng	
  trends	
  in	
  comparison	
  to	
  the	
  en)re	
  
sample.	
  Other	
  majors	
  were	
  not	
  examined	
  due	
  to	
  sample	
  size.	
  Educa)on	
  and	
  
Engineering	
  were	
  equally	
  likely	
  to	
  report	
  frequent	
  experiences	
  with	
  
successful	
  group	
  work	
  (T-­‐test,	
  p=0.250),	
  more	
  so	
  than	
  the	
  larger	
  sample	
  of	
  
students.	
  Interes)ngly,	
  Engineering	
  students	
  reported	
  significantly	
  fewer	
  
experiences	
  of	
  unsuccessful	
  group	
  work	
  (T-­‐test,	
  p=0.008)	
  and	
  more	
  
enjoyable	
  group	
  work	
  experiences	
  (T-­‐test,	
  p=0.019)	
  when	
  compared	
  to	
  
educa)on	
  students	
  and	
  the	
  larger	
  sample	
  of	
  students.	
  

TheoreBcal	
  implicaBons	
  
	
  

The	
  findings	
  of	
  our	
  ethnographic	
  study	
  validate	
  findings	
  of	
  previous	
  research	
  
on	
  collabora)ve	
  learning.	
  Most	
  importantly,	
  our	
  data	
  indicate	
  that	
  students	
  
view	
  communica)on	
  and	
  teamwork	
  as	
  important	
  factors	
  for	
  successful	
  
group	
  work	
  (see	
  also	
  O<en	
  &	
  Chen	
  2011;	
  Syh-­‐Jong	
  2007).	
  	
  
	
  

Further,	
  our	
  research	
  suggests	
  that	
  much	
  of	
  students’	
  discussion/prepara)on	
  
for	
  collabora)ve	
  assignments	
  is	
  conducted	
  via	
  email	
  and	
  other	
  digital	
  media	
  
sources,	
  an	
  unsurprising	
  discovery	
  given	
  Lee	
  &	
  Tsai’s	
  (2011)	
  study,	
  which	
  
found	
  that	
  students	
  preferred	
  collabora)ve	
  learning	
  that	
  occurred	
  in	
  
Internet-­‐based,	
  rather	
  than	
  tradi)onal	
  ‘face	
  to	
  face’	
  courses.	
  
	
  

Previous	
  research	
  by	
  Hillyard	
  et	
  al.	
  (2010)	
  found	
  that	
  faculty	
  and	
  student	
  
percep)ons	
  of	
  group	
  work	
  differ.	
  Our	
  study	
  indicates	
  that	
  students	
  do	
  not	
  
think	
  that	
  learning	
  is	
  essen)al	
  for	
  successful	
  group	
  work.	
  Although	
  we	
  did	
  
not	
  inves)gate	
  faculty	
  percep)ons	
  of	
  group	
  work	
  here,	
  we	
  think	
  they	
  
perceive	
  learning	
  as	
  an	
  important	
  component	
  of	
  successful	
  group	
  work;	
  
future	
  research	
  could	
  compare	
  faculty	
  and	
  students’	
  views	
  on	
  group	
  
learning.	
  

PracBcal	
  implicaBons	
  
	
  
	
  

For	
  Students:	
  
	
  

•  Discuss	
  communica)on,	
  e.g.,	
  exchange	
  contact	
  informa)on	
  including	
  
email	
  addresses	
  and	
  phone	
  numbers	
  and	
  communica)on	
  rules.	
  

•  Discuss	
  the	
  division	
  of	
  work	
  and	
  set	
  clear	
  )melines	
  and	
  individual	
  
responsibili)es.	
  

•  Make	
  sure	
  you	
  understand	
  the	
  assignment	
  and	
  ask	
  for	
  clarifica)on	
  from	
  
the	
  instructor	
  if	
  necessary.	
  

	
  	
  
For	
  Instructors:	
  
	
  

•  Emphasize	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  communica)on	
  for	
  successful	
  group	
  work	
  in	
  
terms	
  of	
  process	
  and	
  outcomes.	
  

•  Explain	
  how	
  group	
  work	
  helps	
  students	
  learn	
  the	
  material	
  for	
  the	
  course.	
  
•  Provide	
  clear	
  instruc)ons	
  and	
  give	
  students	
  mul)ple	
  opportuni)es	
  to	
  ask	
  

ques)ons	
  about	
  the	
  project.	
  
•  Give	
  sugges)ons	
  for	
  the	
  division	
  of	
  labor	
  on	
  projects	
  that	
  ensures	
  fairness	
  

and	
  allows	
  for	
  different	
  strengths	
  and	
  weaknesses	
  of	
  group	
  members.	
  
•  Offer	
  )me	
  and	
  space	
  in	
  class	
  for	
  students	
  to	
  collaborate	
  and	
  

commh<ps://anthropology-­‐81021-­‐sp11.wdfiles.com/local-­‐-­‐files/
structured/IMG_0259.JPG?
ukey=b7d04dfe51bd057be1fc17b89895f47b7bb82afaunicate	
  throughout	
  
the	
  quarter.	
  

Where	
  do	
  students	
  do	
  group	
  work?	
  
	
  

Do	
  students	
  think	
  group	
  work	
  is	
  useful?	
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