How should I set up and grade group assignments?

Why assign group work?

· Teamwork is a generic skill that we are responsible for developing in our students.

· Students need direct coaching on how to manage groupwork productively.

· Students need opportunities to build group task and leadership skills for future employment.

· Some tasks benefit from the synergy and dynamic of group interaction.

· Students benefit from learning what others know and think about a topic.

· Students enjoy talking together; group interaction makes lessons more fun.

What are the disadvantages of group work?

· Students may worry that group members may not share the workload equitably.

· Students may not have sufficient conflict management skills to manage groupwork effectively.

· Students may worry that their grades will be negatively affected.

· Students may not like their teammates.

· Individual skill levels are more difficult to assess from group assignments.

How can the advantages be kept while minimizing the disadvantages?

· Select group membership to reflect a balance of skills based on appropriate criteria.

· Break group task into individual chunks to support equitable division of work.

· Assist students to discover team members’ strengths through classroom exercises or worksheets; give supervised class time for group formation and exploration.

· Set up sequential checkpoints to monitor progress; ask to see drafts of work in progress; meet with all group members to resolve problems.

· Teach conflict resolution skills (active listening, negotiation, sequence of appealing to authority) and offer to support group efforts at resolution.

· Teach team roles, emphasizing the value of a variety of contributions (task roles vs. team maintenance roles)—the quiet listener is as necessary as the vocal leader.

· Use “instant” groups for frequent short tasks during classroom lectures (think-pair-share; traveling file; team minute papers).

· Set up evaluation to reinforce group skills and ensure individual marks

· Use a 360◦ evaluation (teacher, self, peer); teacher marks group product (report, presentation etc.).

· Self and peer evaluations assess aspects of teamwork (participation, conflict resolution, equitable workload, leadership, task focus etc.).

· Self and peer grades include a written rationale plus numerical grades judged against a criteria checklist, so that students must justify the mark they assign self and others.

· Have teacher evaluation worth 60%, peer 20%, self 20%

· Peer evaluation is done anonymously and all peer grades are averaged for the peer portion of an individual’s mark.

· In self assessment, use questions that encourage honesty (If you did not contribute your share of the workload, what barriers prevented you? What could you do in a future group to overcome these barriers?) The goal is honest self-assessment leading to increased self-responsibility.

