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Groupwork as a
Pedagogical Strategy
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“Children learn by talking and working together? I wish someone had
shown me how to actually accomplish that in my classroom,” said a
3rd-grade teacher who tried to engage children at learning stations
with limited success. Have you noticed that you learn more about concepts and ideas when you talk about them, explain them, and argue
about them with others than when you listen to a lecture or read a
textbook? Although many of us as adults realize that this is so, often not
enough class time is spent allowing students to talk and work together.
This is a book for teachers who want to know how to make this principle
of learning work for students of all ages. If a teacher wants to produce
active learning, then groupwork, properly designed, is a powerful tool
for providing simultaneous opportunities for all class members.
Small groups are not a panacea for all instructional problems.
They are only one tool, useful for specific kinds of teaching goals and
especially relevant for classrooms where students have a wide mix of
previous academic achievement and proficiency in the language of
instruction. The choice of groupwork as a strategy depends on what
the teacher is trying to achieve. Most teachers will want to use groups
in combination with a variety of other classroom formats for different tasks.

WHAT IS GROUPWORK?

This book defines groupwork as students working together in a group
small enough so that everyone can participate on a clearly assigned
learning task. Moreover, students are expected to carry out their task
without direct and immediate supervision of the teacher. Groupwork is
not the same as ability grouping, in which the teachers divide up the
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Likewise, other studies have found that men are more often dominant
than women in mixed-sex groups; and Anglos are more often dominant
than Mexican Americans who have an ethnically distinctive appearance
(Rosenholtz & Cohen, 1985).
Why do these status differences affect participation? Why should
some students have so much influence on tasks where they have no special competence? Why should new groups working on new tasks reflect
preexisting status orders among the students? In order to intervene and
modify this process, the teacher needs to understand more about how
and why it operates.

EXPECTATIONS AND THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY
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Basic to our understanding of the way in which the process operates is
the idea of a status characteristic. A status characteristic is an attribute
(e.g., gender, computer expertise) on which people differ and for which
there are widely held beliefs and agreement that greater social worthiness and overall competence are associated with the higher rank (male,
computer whiz) than with the lower one (female, computer novice)
(Correll & Ridgeway, 2003). Thus, a status characteristic is an agreedupon social ranking where everyone feels it is better to have a high
rank than a low rank. Other examples of status characteristics are race,
social class, reading ability, physical attractiveness, and educational
attainment.
Attached to these status characteristics are general expectations
for competence and performance. High status individuals are expected
to be more competent than low-status individuals across a wide range
of tasks that are viewed as important. When a teacher assigns a task to
a group of students, some of whom are higher and some lower on any
of the status characteristics just described, these general expectations
come into play. They lead the way for a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy to
take place in which those who are higher status come to hold a high rank
in the status order that emerges from the group interaction. Those who
hold lower status come to hold a low rank on that same status order.
Steele and Aronson (1995) posit that lower expectations internalized
based on stereotypical perceptions of one’s group “can play a role in
mediating stereotype threat effects” (p. 809)—that is, confirming the
negative stereotypes about the group.

34
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achievement outcomes. If the training results in internalized norms, it
has the added benefit of transferring those norms to any groupwork
situation where you remind the students that the norms are relevant
and useful. Most important, it frees you from the necessity of constant
supervision and allows you to use your professional skills at a much
higher level.
Figure 4.1 is a summary of the norms, helpful behaviors, and skillbuilders discussed in this chapter.
Figure 4.1. Norms, Behaviors, and Skillbuilders
Norms Required for
Productive Groupwork

Broken Circles

r /PPOFJTEPOFVOUJM
everyone is done.

Broken Squares

r %JTDVTTBOEEFDJEF

Rainbow Logic
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Learning to help, ask
questions, and explain

r (JWFSFBTPOTGPSZPVS
suggestions.
r &YQMBJOCZUFMMJOHIPX
r )FMQPUIFSTEPUIJOHT
for themselves.

Four-Stage
Rocket

r 'JOEPVUXIBUPUIFSTUIJOL

Guess My Rule
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Preventing dominance

Skillbuilders

r 1BZBUUFOUJPOUPXIBUPUIFS
group members need.
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Responding to the needs
of the group

Behaviors

r 5FMMXIZ
r &WFSZPOFHJWFTJOGPSNBUJPO Shipwreck
r .BLFBQMBO

Space Ship

r "HSFFPOTUSBUFHJFT

Alligator River

r %FTDSJCFBDDVSBUFMZBOE
in detail.
r 4BZZPVSPXOJEFBT
r -JTUFOUPPUIFSTHJWF
everyone a chance to talk.
r "TLPUIFSTGPSUIFJSJEFBT
r (JWFSFBTPOTGPSZPVSJEFBT
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introduce and solidify grammatically appropriate forms through sentence starters and sentence frames. These are particularly beneficial as
English language learners take on specific group roles. For example,
the facilitator says:

r 8IBUPUIFSTPVSDFTPGJOGPSNBUJPOEPXFOFFE
r 8IJDIXPSETTIPVME*MPPLVQ
r )FSFJTUIFEFàOJUJPOPG
r 8IBUFMTFEPXFOFFEUPDPNQMFUFUIJTBTTJHONFOU

w
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The resource manager can say:
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 r 8IPXJMMSFBEUIFEJSFDUJPOT 
 r %PFTFWFSZPOFVOEFSTUBOEXIBUXFOFFEUPEJTDVTTBOEEP 
 r )PXNVDIUJNFEPXFOFFEGPSFBDIQBSUPGUIFUBTL 8IBUFMTF
do we have to do?
 r -FUTHFUCBDLUPXPSL8FIBWF@@@NJOVUFTMFGUUPàOJTIVQ
 r 8IBUTUIFRVFTUJPOGPSUIFUFBDIFS $BOXFBOTXFSJUGPS
ourselves?

ro

As described in Chapter 8, the reporter organizes the group’s
report. The reporter can prompt the group’s thinking by asking:
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 r 8IBUJTPVSàOBMQSPEVDUTVQQPTFEUPCF
 r 8IBUEPXFXBOUUPTIPXJOPVSSFQPSU 8IBUEPXFXBOU
to say?
 r )PXTIBMMXFQSFTFOUJUUPUIFDMBTT *XJMMUBLFOPUFT
 r 8IBUJTUIFCJHJEFBFTTFOUJBMRVFTUJPOGPSUIJTBDUJWJUZ
 r )PXBSFXFBEESFTTJOHUIFCJHJEFBFTTFOUJBMRVFTUJPO
discussion questions in our report?
 r )PXBSFXFQVUUJOHJUBMMUPHFUIFS

104

The role of the reporter might be particularly challenging, even
intimidating, for students who have limited proficiency in the language
of the classroom. However, as students come to realize that the report
is the responsibility of the group rather than of the reporter alone, they
will be willing and ready to contribute to the language of the report
as they do to its content. As the group rehearses the report under the
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Obviously, you cannot use the multiple-ability treatment unless the
tasks are groupworthy and actually require multiple intellectual abilities.
These are the rich groupworthy tasks described in Chapter 6. If the
group assignments are routine seatwork, then the students will never
believe that many different abilities are required, nor will they have
opportunities to use and recognize many different abilities.
Groupworthy tasks are by definition multiple-ability tasks. Students
can discuss challenging questions prior to or as part of creating a final
group product. Science tasks are readily seen as requiring multiple
intellectual abilities: making observations and recording them precisely, manipulating science equipment carefully, hypothesizing causes
and effects, and writing up the report clearly and concisely. Current
curriculum standards reflect many of these intellectually and academically necessary practices and uses of language.
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Reading, Writing, and Calculating
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Basic skills are still part of multiple-ability tasks. For example, someone
has to read the activity card. Everyone has to complete an individual
report, even if it is only a sentence in the case of a young child or
a drawing that serves as a prewriting activity for an emergent writer.
Arithmetic operations are often part and parcel of an interesting
groupworthy task.
However, basic skills are not a prerequisite for successful participation in the task. Struggling readers can receive assistance from group
members. They can listen to the group discussion about what is involved
in completing the group product. They can interpret pictures and diagrams on activity cards. Developing writers will be motivated to express
their own ideas after participating in the creation of group products
that employ central concepts. They can receive peer assistance in
expressing and recording their own ideas. They may also be motivated
to write about ideas they have contributed or heard in the group discussion. Often, creating collaborative drafts or rehearsing group reports
will enhance group members’ grasp of the central idea or the essential
question.
In the multiple-ability orientation, you and the students will
undoubtedly list basic skills as required for the task. Because they are
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