
Faculty Resource:
FAQs About Teaching Collaborative Activities

Collaborative Group Work Project
The following resource responds to a selection of questions and concerns raised by faculty in a recent email survey on collaborative group work. 
This working document is the first of many, which is being developed by Teaching Support Services and the Learning Commons.

The Collaborative Approach

“Collaborative activities range from small groups of stu-
dents working together for part of a class period to formal 
semester-long projects with countless variations between 
these two extremes…Effective collaborative activities pro-
mote individual learning through the group process” (Ener-
son, Johnson, Milner, & Plank, 1997).

How do I determine if an assignment or 
learning activity should be collaborative?

Design basics address elements of purpose, duration, out-
come, and coverage. The same holds true for the develop-
ment of collaborative activities. When considering a col-
laborative approach, a good rule of thumb is – “if there’s 
no reason for an activity to be collaborative, perhaps it 
shouldn’t be.” As you contemplate making a project col-
laborative, consider the following questions: 

• What is the objective or goal of this assignment or 
activity? 

• How does it tie in with overall course objectives?

• How will the assignment objective(s) be enhanced by 
asking students to work in groups? 

• Is this project complex and challenging enough that it 
will be impossible for students to complete it alone? 
Is this what I want?

• Will this project require students to synthesize and 
apply their work in true collaboration or will it neces-
sitate cooperative efforts to pull individuals pieces 
together at the end? 

• Is this their adequate time and suitable resources to 
complete the collaborative assignment?

What is the best approach to forming 
student groups?

The nature of the collaborative assignment and the context 
of the course (e.g., enrollment, class setting) will influence 
the composition of student groups. Karl Smith (1996) rec-
ommends starting small, acclimatizing students to small 
group settings and different group roles, before moving 

onto larger projects. Survey results on collaborative group 
work at Guelph suggests students prefer forming their own 
groups, or at the very least, being assigned to groups on 
the basis of interest, not random selection. Group size is 
also a factor and can range anywhere from two members 
(e.g., informal, in-class problem-solving or brainstorming 
sessions) to as many as eight (e.g., semester-long projects). 
For the latter, issues of scheduling and meeting times are 
important considerations, especially if in-class time for 
group planning is not available. 

In cases where students are working collaboratively on 
short, in-class activities turning to a peer or neighbour may 
be the best approach. For longer-term assignments such 
as research papers and presentations or design projects, 
it may best to arrange groups ahead of time. Some Uni-
versity of Guelph instructors are known to use learning 
styles inventories as a basis to form groups and help stu-
dents recognize differences in working styles (refer to the 
online learning styles package available at the TSS web-
site). Others collect information from students to group 
them on the basis of skills, interests, individual needs, and 
program level to name a few. Keep in mind that teams that 
are self-selected on the basis of friendships, often experi-
ence greater difficulty in working together than instructor 
assigned groups. This usually results from a lack of com-
munication or the setting of ground rules and expectations. 

How can I help students learn effectively 
in groups?

Students who arrive at university are successful learners 
(75+ averages) used to working in a teacher-directed, 
highly individual and competitive environment. Working 
collaboratively may be new to their academic experience 
and students may find it challenging to work outside of 
their preferred learning style. Their lack of preparation 
may undermine the effectiveness of your collaborative 
assignment and keep students from meeting the objectives 
of the project. To orient learners to a collaborative 
approach it may be helpful to prepare in-class team-build-
ing activities (e.g., get to know you exercises). Having 
groups establish a code of conduct or a set of ground 
rules under which to operate is a logical next step. It 
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also encourages teams to proactively address issues of 
managing conflict, scheduling challenges, group meetings 
procedures, setting group expectations, and so on. Any in-
class group activity that requires all group members to 
work together to achieve a common goal can be used as a 
starting point for a discussion of group dynamics.

Depending on the development level of the students and 
the nature of the assignment, it may also be useful to 
establish rotating team roles (e.g., note-taker, timekeeper, 
agenda-setter, leader). Using various inventories to help 
students identify their preferred learning and working 
styles may also be of benefit. Karl Smith (1996) addition-
ally stresses the importance of achieving balance between 
positive interdependence - the idea that individual success 
is achieved through the success of all group members - and 
individual accountability within groups. He further encour-
ages that professors explain these concepts and clarify, 
from the beginning, expectations and objectives for the 
assignment. Kris Bosworth (1994) notes that most learners 
have the interpersonal skills to work effectively in groups, 
but fail to value them in an academic context. To address 
this,  she suggests that instructors name these skills as 
important and model them and others in the classroom. 
Whatever approaches used to bring students together in 
teams, experienced faculty agree that successful collabora-
tive experiences rest on students taking responsibility for 
the learning of both themselves and their peers in an envi-
ronment that uses communication and team work skills to 
achieve positive group relations.

 

How do I deal with group conflict?

Realize first that conflict isn’t necessarily a bad thing and 
in most cases is inevitable. Helping students develop skills 
to manage group conflict and navigate differences (e.g., of 
opinion, writing styles) is invaluable. Proactive measures 
are best. Miller, Trimbur, and Wilkes (1994) note how 
personality characteristics and learning styles shape group 
dynamics. As such, they encourage faculty to accommo-
date these differences by providing teams with in-class 
skill development opportunities, arguing that time missed 

covering content can make all the difference in the success 
or failure of a group. They suggest activities such as having 
small groups solve a simple puzzle and reflect on the group 
process afterward; students role-playing group interactions 
and discussing scenarios as a class; or reading and discuss-
ing information about the characteristics of different work 
styles and personality types and how to accommodate these 
differences. 

Sometimes, our best efforts to avoid group conflict don’t 
work. Maintaining contact with groups to monitor prog-
ress, therefore, becomes key. Results from the collaborative 
group work survey indicated that Guelph students appreci-
ate faculty and TAs who maintain contact with their groups 
on a regular basis. If a group is having trouble, efforts to 
handle the situation can be addressed immediately. One 
strategy is to invite students to your office both individually 
and as a group to discuss the problem and possible solu-
tions. During these meetings, you may find that students 
who are unhappy have not talked to the other members 
of their group about their dissatisfaction. By acting as a 
temporary discussion-facilitator among the members of the 
group, you will help students develop skills for dealing 
with confrontation and encourage them to talk with each 
other about the problems they are having. Other options 
to monitor group dynamics include: intermittent group 
progress reports, ongoing consultations, and self and team 
assessments.

Occasionally, learners request a change in team member-
ship. Instructors should consider changes only when all 
other options have been exhausted, and only then, in the 
most extreme cases. Ideally, you want to avoid giving 
students the impression that changes to group membership 
are easy. Making it clear that you expect groups to work 
through their differences, right from the beginning, dis-
suades the easy way out and upholds the benefits obtained 
from early interaction, even if some of that interaction has 
been confrontational.

How do I grade collaborative work?

Assessing student learning, particularly in collaborative 
settings, is a challenge for many faculty. For example, 
collaborative activities and assignments often have several 
goals – individual student learning, successful team func-
tioning (i.e., group process), and a final collaborative 
product. Whatever the case, an evaluation approach that 
accounts for both process and product elements usually 
works best. 

The most obvious thing to evaluate when grading a col-
laborative project is the final product. In some activities, 
students work as a group, while projects are graded indi-
vidually. For example, a group of students in a landscape 
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architecture class might work as a group to create a design 
for a garden in a public space on campus. Such a project 
would require the team to research the public’s needs, the 
existing vegetation, and the feasibility for changes within 
a certain budget and time frame. The final product would 
include a design for the garden and a document addressing 
the issues researched by the students. One way to grade 
this project on an individual basis would be for the group 
to divide the work into identifiable sections and for each 
member to be responsible for one section. For instance, 
one student would research the possibilities and limitations 
of the space, another would write the report, and yet 
another would draw the design. Instead of grading the 
project as a unified whole, the teacher would evaluate each 
section and assign individual grades to each student. This 
type of project can have some drawbacks, as the final prod-
uct may be disjointed and uneven, and the teacher may find 
it difficult to evaluate each individual part for a separate 
grade, particularly if some students were responsible only 
for research rather than for writing or drawing. Another 
way to assign individual grades to a final product would be 
for the students to work as a group in the researching and 
planning stages, with each student then turning in his or 
her own design for the garden. The group would function 
as a common resource as the students worked on their 
designs, but each student would be graded on an individual 
final product.

However, most long-term collaborative projects finish 
with each group turning in one document, design, or 
model that represents the collective work of the entire 
group and is graded as such. In the example above, 
group members would work together at each level of 
the assignment, researching and writing together, and the 
final design and document would represent the work of 
a team rather than a group of individual workers. The 
teacher would then grade the design and the document as 
a single product, assigning the same grade for the final 
product to each member of the team, although individual 
grades might change when each student’s contribution to 
the group process is taken into account. This type of proj-
ect tends to capture the ideal of collaboration more effec-
tively than individually graded projects, because each 
member of the team feels responsible for every part of the 
assignment. Whether the group’s product is evaluated on 
an individual or a collective basis, however, a collabora-
tive project is much more than the final product. Usually, 
one basic objective for such a project is that students 
learn to work as team members. How can you measure 
whether each student has achieved this objective? As 
anyone who has ever worked on a group project realizes, 
a successful final product does not necessarily mean that 
the group functioned as a team and that each member 
contributed equally to the work. In response to this 
characteristic of groups, teachers who employ collab-

orative activities have created several methods of evaluat-
ing group process and determining whether each student 
demonstrated personal accountability for the project. As 
is true with all other teaching methods, the best results 
will generally be obtained by using multiple assessments 
throughout the project, rather than focusing only on a 
single evaluation at the end.

One way of assessing the effectiveness of the groups 
is to monitor and observe the members’ interactions 
as they work together. Observation gives you an under-
standing of the quality of each group’s interaction and 
their progress on the assignment. This kind of observa-
tion can take place in the classroom, if groups are work-
ing together in class, or through group progress reports 
and updates turned in during the project. When observ-
ing in class, you can look for signs of productive group 
work - attentive listening, serious discussion, and prog-
ress toward a shared goal with input from each member 
of the group. Another informal way some teachers 
observe their students in collaboration is by having the 
teams use e-mail to communicate progress, plans and 
decisions as they conduct their project, and by asking 
students to send copies of these procedural messages 
to the teacher’s e-mail address. This allows the teacher 
to observe unobtrusively the interaction of the group. 
Finally, some teachers use periodical progress reports 
to monitor their groups. When they read the reports, 
they check that the group is following a work plan and 
making progress together toward a specific goal. Prog-
ress reports are useful because they encourage students 
to reflect on the effectiveness of their group throughout 
the project, and to articulate plans for completing the 
assignment. For example, many teachers ask their stu-
dents to complete weekly progress reports describing 
the tasks that each group member has completed, outlin-
ing the tasks to be completed in the next week, and 
confidentially commenting on the quality and nature 
of each group member’s contributions. Two or three 
required progress reports turned in during a long-term 
group project can help you assess how well groups are 
achieving the objectives of the assignment.
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Although observation can provide some insight on group 
effectiveness and individual performance, it works best 
when used in conjunction with detailed feedback from 
the group members themselves. Since the members of the 
teams are best equipped to assess their teammates’ and 
their own contributions to the project, many teachers now 
include their students’ voices in the final evaluation pro-
cess. Here are some possible examples. 

Modified Group Mark (Gibbs, 1995)

Assign students a group mark (x) for their project (task/
activity) and multiply the grade by the number of students 
in the group (y).  The total of the two equals the number of 
marks students have to divide amongst themselves. Based 
on self and peer assessments or a prescribed set of criteria 
set at the beginning of the project, team members can 
negotiate who gets what in terms of a grade. In the example 
below, it may work out that one student receives a grade 
of 80%, while another student receives a mark of 60%. 
This approach provides teams a mechanism to recognize 
the contributions of individual group members fairly.

Example:

X * Y = total number of marks 

70% * 5 students = 350 marks total to divide amongst 
the group members

Averaged Group and Individual 
Assessment Scores

Assign both an individual (e.g., self and peer assessment, 
group process evaluation report, ongoing progress reports) 
and group component to be assessed. Weight each compo-
nent according to the set learning objectives (e.g., final 
product = 60% of total mark / individual contributions = 
40% of total mark). Where self and peer assessments are 
used, provide a scoring sheet for select criteria or involve 
the group in the designing one to be used.

Example:

(0.60 X group mark) + (0.40 X individual mark) =  total 
mark for individual student

(.60 X 80%) + (.40 X 75%) =  48 + 30 = 78% final 
grade

Whichever assessment approach is decided upon, let stu-
dents know right from the beginning, your expectations for 
the grading process.

How can technology support the goals of 
collaborative learning?

Just as technology can support the lecture and discussion 
methods of teaching, it can also be used as a tool to 
enhance learning and address challenges presented by col-
laborative activities.  Technological tools can be used 
effectively in any discipline, and are simple to plan and 
implement. For example, assigning periodic group progress 
reports to be submitted by e-mail is an easy way to keep 
up with each group’s project, and your e-mail response can 
be sent to each team member. E-mail also simplifies out-
of-class communication within the groups, since students 
often use it to exchange ideas and set up meetings. Other 
technologies include conferencing (e.g., WebCT) and list-
serv forums. Like e-mail they provide students a means 
to connect asynchronously. This is particularly helpful as 
group size become larger, distance becomes an issue or 
scheduling difficulties arise. 

With or without the tools of technology, the true strength of 
collaborative methods rests in its ability to bring students 
together to collaboratively develop skills and understand-
ing of key course concepts. 
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