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Working in groups or collaboration?

Teachers often organize pupils into groups in the classroom, but studies have shown that pupils working in small groups are not necessarily working collaboratively and may well be working on individual tasks. If group work is not designed effectively, pupils tend to show over-dependence on their teachers and lack trust when working with peers. Common problems include learning tasks that are not cognitively challenging or structured for group working and of undemanding talk. The high level of talk (ie. exploratory and elaborated talk), which is necessary for promoting cognitive understanding, is rarely found in classrooms. 

This study explored how pupils can be supported in collaborative group work by helping them develop supportive relationships (which the researchers argue are at the root of effective group working). Over a school year children who were helped to build supportive relationships improved more than those in control classes with regard to academic attainment, motivation to work with others, group and on-task focus and level of communication skills.                                                                                                                                                                                                  

Keywords: England; Key Stage 1; Literacy; Classroom organization; Social skills; Emotional development; Attainment; Friendship
Contents
How did the project affect pupils’ learning?

How was the relational approach developed and implemented?

How was the study carried out?

What are the implications?
Where can I find out more?

Page 1
How did the project affect pupils’ learning?

The findings showed that using an approach for group working that emphasised the importance of relationships (a relational approach) was successful in a number of ways, including:

· improved pupils’ reading attainment in Years 1 and 2 and their mathematics attainment in Year 2; 

· increased participation in group work;

· pupils being more likely to stay on task; and

· pupils being more likely to communicate effectively with their peers.

As teachers of the intervention classes became more familiar with the relational approach, they provided more opportunities for small-group work and as the children engaged in more group work they reported that they could “think better”, “learn more” and “try harder”. Teachers and children in the intervention classes also reported:

· fewer incidents of disruptive behaviour;

· increased ability to work with peers with a range of abilities or other individual differences without teacher direction; and

· children took more responsibility for organising and managing activities. 

Teachers were able to effectively integrate the approach into their teaching. Their consistent use of the relational approach was key to raising the effectiveness of group work.
The researchers believed the improvements arose for a number of reasons, including:

· a growth in preference to work with peers as trust developed among class members;

· pupils’ increased skills in communication that took into consideration the perspectives of their peers; and

· pupils’ increased skills in co-regulating their relationships.
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How was the relational approach developed and implemented?
The relational approach had a similar aim to other programmes in terms of fostering collaborative skills among pupils, such as sharing planning, organising the work and evaluating the outcomes of the group work. However, these skills were introduced in a developmental sequence – parallel to skills developed in close relationships. The sequence included:

· an initial emphasis on trust and support (including activities such as blind walk and mirroring with a partner – see note below);
· followed by the development of communication skills (including activities such as partnered discussions of favourite actions and leading to partnered socio-emotional consideration of “what makes me happy, sad” etc); and

· concluding with joint problem-solving – including activities such as joint drawings, co-operative shapes and letters.

While the main features of the approach were introduced by researchers to teachers, teachers trialled various exercises and the sequence of exercises to be used, thereby giving them a sense of ownership (teachers prepared a handbook of recommendations for other teachers). The approach was blended into daily activities in the experimental classes (initially in PE and personal/social lessons) and gradually integrated across the formal curriculum covering literacy, numeracy and other subjects. Children in the control classes did not undertake the relational approach, but did participate in group work as part of their classroom learning.

Blind walk

Here a child chooses a partner and one of them agrees to shut his or her eyes first (or use a blindfold). The other leads the child slowly through a ‘maze’ which consists of a series of objects. The guiding partner can invent a story about the objects which serves as a start-point for discussion.
Mirroring

The children choose partners and face each other. One of the children starts by e.g. raising an arm very slowly to shoulder height. At the same time the other child tries to follow every movement exactly. This continues with different movements until both children are in synchronized motion. The aim is that each child stays focused on their partner in an effort to experience a feeling of ‘being connected’.
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How was the study carried out?

This was a large-scale study involving 980 children aged 5-7. Half of the 38 classes were assigned to the experimental group and half to the control. The experimental group teachers were trained to use ‘the relational approach’ within their normal classroom activities over one school year. 

The researchers collected a variety of data, including:
· attainment test scores from the start and end of the school year using measures based on the Performance Indicators in Primary Schools (PIPS) tests;
· observation of six pupils in each class for evidence of group working at the start and end of the school year. Each pupil’s behaviour (e.g. working individually, cognitively engaged) was coded after being observed for a 10 minute period; 

· pupil self-completed questionnaires with Likert style choices to probe their attitudes to group working, personality and attitude to learning; and 

· a pair of children in each class was observed and video-recorded once in the spring and summer terms whilst working on a concept map and their dialogue was coded in terms of being on or off task, both pupils making an equal contribution, one child dominating the other, or one child disrupting the other.

The researchers then carried out statistical analyses of the data.
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What are the implications?

In completing this digest the author began to ask the following questions about the implications for teachers and school leaders:

Teachers

· Children working on tasks together was a key step on the way to building effective relationships. Are there opportunities in your lessons when you could provide your pupils with opportunities to share a task that depends on both parties contribution, such as drawing a plan for a garden or planning a birthday party?

· The relational approach requires children to learn to work together and will probably have different effects on different children (e.g. children who are usually quiet, dominating or disruptive etc will all respond in different ways). Would you find it helpful to experiment with trust building activities to prepare for group work?
· The study highlights the importance of teachers creating tasks that require genuine collaboration and that are cognitively challenging. Could you work with colleagues from your own and different subject areas to design appropriate tasks for collaborative group work? 

School leaders
· The study refers to the need for consistency of approach from teachers if good group work habits are to be learned by pupils. How might you set up a professional development programme to support your colleagues in developing the relational approach so it would be reinforced across the school? 

· The study points out that the relational approach needs to be complemented by good group work techniques and tasks. For example, work by Wegerif and Mercer (See Where can I find out more?) highlight the benefits of pupils devising and displaying rules for dialogue, with teachers’ modeling of key actions, such as questioning. Would teachers benefit from CPD designed to improve their pupils’ skills in communication in collaborative group learning? 
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Where can I find out more?
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