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Abstract
My query into the use of group assignments at a high school level was initiated by vastly
dissimilar responses to group assignments across several of my tenth grade classes. The struggles
I encountered while encouraging certain classes to work collaboratively left me wondering why
are effective collaborative group assignments so difficult to implement in the high school
classroom? How can teachers make students recognize the value in communication skills they
learn during collaborative assignments? This paper examines the failures and successes of
several group assignments implemented into four different tenth grade English classes. It
analyzes the importance of focusing on process over product in the designing of group projects
and uncovers other crucial criterion for teachers designing group assignments. The writing of
several other teachers helps instruct the creation of these criterions. In order to judge the
effectiveness of the group assignments described, reflections and comments made by students
are closely analyzed. Following these reflections are suggestions for implementing successful,
educational group assignments into a high school class curriculum.
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Introduction
As a novice intern teacher I began the school year firmly believing in the power of
collaborative learning and peer orientation. I was filled with ideas for creative group projects that
would allow my students to learn from each other and motivate one another to excel in my class.
I pictured each project’s outcome in my head in fairly idealized terms. I planned detailed Power
Points about genocides around the world during our Night unit; elaborate modern day enactments
of Julius Caesar scenes turned into iMovies that the students would proudly share with the class;
group literature circles where discussions of selected books would be fluent, enthusiastic, and
thought provoking. My main focus when I thought about and planned these activities was usually
on the end product. What were my students going to create that would demonstrate their
knowledge? I put little initial thought into the potential short-fallings of a project. I focused on
the content I wanted to pass on to my students but not on what they could learn about their
identities within a group during the process, and I certainly never considered having groups of
students who cared less whether they passed or failed my projects. My intentions were good, but
my goals were misplaced, as are many teachers. Group work is unique in that the lessons about
collaboration learned during the process can be as important as the final product. Teachers need
to come to this realization before their group assignments reach their full potential. I quickly
learned that I was going to have to adjust many of my beliefs and expectations about allowing
students to work in groups. Even after I began to focus on the learning process over the final
product in collaborative learning assignments I still wasn’t sure how to get my students to
embrace this type of learning as legitimate and beneficial.
When the term collaborative learning is used in reference to high school classrooms you
rarely hear teachers reacting in a negative way. In theory, collaborative learning is a wonderful
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idea. “Research shows that teachers generally perceive as desirable such practices as student
involvement in setting goals, student interaction in small groups, and student involvement in
ongoing classroom dialogue.” Teachers believe that allowing students to work together can
“encourage higher-order thinking as students grapple with big questions and collaborate to solve
problems” (Nelson 41). I completely agree with these advantages, especially within an English
classroom where making students into literate, effective communicators is our main goal.
However, research reveals that teaching practices usually fall short of these ideals. “It is found
that teachers far outtalk all of their students together during 150 minutes of daily talk recorded in
hundreds of classrooms” (Cohen ix). I frequently found myself wasting instructional time trying
to quiet down students so I could transport my knowledge to them. I found myself thinking,
perhaps the answer to my problem is setting up more activities where students have to work
together to uncover meaning and learn the new skills that I usually try to pass on to them myself.
This seemed like a valid hypothesis, but if this is the case then why does the research show
teachers doing most of the talking?
As a new teacher I struggled at first to see why teachers were far outtalking their students.
If teachers intend on teaching in a primarily interactive and collaborative way, why do they
revert to traditional lecture and seatwork techniques so frequently? After a few short weeks in
the classroom, the reasons behind reverting to more passive than active learning environments
became quite clear. Establishing effective group assignments in the classroom can be very
difficult. There are so many problems that can potentially interfere with learning, and many of
these problems sprung up in my classes. Any teacher who utilizes student collaboration in their
lessons is familiar with these hurdles. There is frequently one student in the group who tries to do
all of the work or monopolize the conversation. His or her intentions may not be bad, but the

2

student is still potentially negatively affecting the experience of all of his or her group members.
For example, I have a very bright student in a 10th grade inclusion classroom. He is a strong
reader and writer and always willing to share his thoughtful opinions in class. Several of his
classmates, however, have learning disabilities that cause them to work at a slower pace. When I
put the strong reader/writer in a group with students that struggle to learn new concepts, he often
gets frustrated and takes on the entire workload himself. The other students in my class are aware
of this tendency and have no problem sitting back while he earns them an A. I don’t want to get
rid of the option of group work in that class, because I think the struggling students could really
learn a lot from the advanced student, and he, in return, could benefit from teaching his peers.
However, this isn’t the relationship that is currently established in that class, and it is difficult to
break the student’s behaviors. I also don’t want to discourage him from putting his full effort into
his schoolwork. In this particular class the problem is compounded by the need to differentiate
instruction for a variety of different learners.
There is also the problem of having quiet students that prefer to work alone and resent
having to work in groups where they have to speak up and share their thoughts to receive full
credit. Should this student be penalized for not sharing thoughts and opinions with other
students? Can she be given other avenues to demonstrate her knowledge, such as essay writing or
online discussion forums? I offered such avenues as these throughout the school year to much
success, but I still believe that jumping the hurdle of fearing or resenting working with others is
important enough that exemptions should be made for any students.
Then there is the issue of grading group assignments. It’s impossible for teachers to keep
track of exactly who did or did not contribute to group projects, so some teachers just assign the
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same grade to all members. However, students are very aware of the injustice that comes from
sharing a group grade, and they sometimes grow to resent group assignments for this reason.
Also, for whatever reason, it seems that many students see group assignments as less
legitimate means of assessment than other schoolwork. In our competitive, grade-driven culture,
subverting competition for collaboration isn’t always welcome. It’s as if the artificial nature of
school somehow makes the authenticity of small group work unwelcome. Students seem to view
exams, literary analysis, and other means of formal, seatwork-type examinations as a legitimate
means of assessing their learning in English class, but they don’t see collaborative group
assignments in the same light. Despite the fact that education scholars have encouraged
collaboration in the classroom for many years now, several students don’t seem convinced of its
validity. I always assumed that students would prefer working with peers to working alone, but I
quickly learned that this isn’t always the case. Negotiating ideas is more difficult than applying
one’s own thoughts to an assignment, and students often want no part in taking on this challenge.
Finally, there is the issue of getting extremely social students to channel their
socialization into productive avenues. This year I was presented with two very chatty classes.
The first class was composed of several groups of good friends that enjoyed opportunities to
work with one another. Despite their chatty natures, they were very good at getting down to work
and shifting the topic of conversation to the task at hand. They were also very good at giving
advice to one another, and I frequently embraced the opportunity to take advantage of their
positive peer interactions. Later in the day, I had an equally chatty class. This class, however,
was not good at socializing productively in the classroom. During even short group tasks they
would spend more time gossiping and joking with each other than working on the assignment. It
often took them half a class period to really begin any productive work. I wanted to be able to

4

implement collaborative activities into both of these classes so they could grapple with big
questions, problem solve, and make meaning collectively. However, it seemed that in the second
of these two classes productive collaboration just wasn’t going to occur. Keeping students on
task and not chatting with neighbors is always a challenge, especially when they are allowed to
work together. Students often care very much about what their peers think of them, which can be
utilized in a positive way in the classroom, but only when student socialization is kept in check.
When faced with all of these difficulties, I was frequently tempted to give up on my
collaborative assignments, send my students back to their seats, and lecture them on archetypal
images in Tale of Two Cities or the use of rhetorical devices in Julius Caesar. However, even on
the most difficult days, I couldn’t let go of the many benefits I perceived in group-work. The
small victories that I saw occur in some of my classes more effective groups made me hold on to
the belief that every one of my students should be able to experience success while working with
others, and that denying them that learning opportunity was irresponsible teaching. By successful
I don’t just mean the students are capable of working together without succumbing to distraction.
Nor do I define success as producing a quality final product, although this is sometimes an
indicator of successful learning. I define a successful group as one in which students work
together to uncover and deepen understanding of a topic or enhance specific skills, such as
persuasive writing. Collaboration is meant to facilitate the learning we are doing in class while
simultaneously providing students with skills that they wouldn’t acquire working individually.
Once I had come to terms with the difficulties of implementing group work, and the realization
that my original expectations centering on final products weren’t correctly formed, I set out to
see what the experts had to say about group work.
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Examination of Research about Group Projects and Collaborative Learning
The obstacles to creating group assignments were new to me as an intern teacher. I
constantly discovered my own ways to overcome them as I taught, but I also turned to expert
opinions on how to design successful collaborative assignments for my 10th grade classes. I was
able to integrate these expert opinions into my previously held beliefs. The following sections
are broken up to examine some of the big issues that other educators have come across while
designing group assignments. Many of them overlap with the issues I already described and offer
possible solutions.

Breaking the Trend of Inauthentic Learning in Collaborative Settings
While searching through expert opinions about collaborative learning in the classroom, I
came across one teacher who experienced the exact same issues that I was facing within my
classroom. Much like myself he held strong to the belief that, when used correctly, collaborative
learning is “the most direct means of initiating them (students) into participation in the active
shaping of knowledge and meaning for themselves” (McClure 66). This teacher, Michael
McClure, had seen the successes that can come from students working together in his past
teaching experiences. However, during one particularly challenging year, he was faced with the
realization that “this year collaborative learning simply does not work” (66). Even when
permitted to work together he found that his students were “obedient but perfunctory—dull” (66).
While listening in on group conversations he could tell that they simply didn’t care about the
material or the class. He reflected, “there is nothing ‘real’ in the words before them. This is
‘schoolwork,’ and they go through the motions I set them to without feeling, almost without
consciousness” (66). I connect strongly with the feeling of having obedient, but obviously
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disinterested, students. Tackling the problem of “dull” or unmotivated students can be very
difficult, especially if the students are in fact completing their work to the specifications given on
rubrics or assignment descriptions. You can’t penalize a student for doing their work
unenthusiastically. Instead, as teachers, we have to find motivators that pull our students out of
the haze of not caring. Working with peers can be a very strong motivator, but it can also be a
detriment to learning if students become further distracted, but not further motivated, by
collaboration. It was a great relief to see that there are other teachers out there who recognize that
successes with group activities were irregular at best, but who also believe that “reading and
writing and arguing together can become a powerful source of motivations for students”
(McClure 66).
McClure took his frustration over failed attempts at collaborative learning and formed a
theory: “Collaborative learning often fails as a method at present because it is too often used not
as an invitation to true collaboration but merely as a different set of rule-oriented procedures to
get students to perform as we want them to” (67). In other words, students don’t feel we are
offering them tasks containing opportunities for authentic learning. They jump to the conclusion
that the task is “busy work” before they attempt to see the value in the assignment. McClure
went on to say that “one reason we don’t reach some students with our best intentions; they
perceive us as manipulating them for our purposes rather than genuinely inviting their
participation in real conversation” (67). While I genuinely want my students to share their
thoughts, opinions, talents, and criticisms, they likely think I just want them to jump through the
hoops that I set up and pass my assignment. It is this type of learning that results in temporary
acquisition of knowledge instead of lasting retention. At present, students often spend more time
doing what they think we expect of them than focusing on genuine learning. It seems that many
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students don’t believe their teachers have any real interest in hearing their opinions, and this has
caused them to become alienated as learners.
McClure’s theory that students often think we are “manipulating them for our purposes,
rather than genuinely inviting their participation,” resonated with me for one student in particular.
This student is very intelligent and generally receives high grades in my class, but he rejects
collaboration and refuses to consider the benefits of working with others. He frequently
complains about assignments that my collaborating teacher and I are making him complete.
During a choice novel unit, students were divided into groups of five. They met once a week to
have literature circle discussions about books they were reading. Each group member had a
specific role and a worksheet to complete. (See Appendix A). This particular student’s job for
the day was to describe two connections he found between the text and either his own life or
something he had seen in a movie, on the news, in another text, etc. The point of this job was to
help put the text in a more modern context. After quickly reading his connections off the
worksheet, this student took out his phone, started chatting with his friend, and stopped paying
attention to the rest of the group discussion. When I told him that he needed to contribute to
receive any credit he insisted that he had already done his part and that his worksheet was A
quality. I explained that I was glad he came to class with his literature circle worksheet
completed, but that was only one part of the assignment. The other, more important, part was
spending the entire class period discussing the text at length within the group in order to share
opinions, predictions, and areas of confusion. Getting the A wasn’t just about finishing
everything on the project rubric; it was about using class time efficiently and working
collaboratively with his peers. This student fell into the very trap I frequently fell into while
designing group assignments; He put all of his focus into completing the final product (his
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worksheet) and none into the process of collaboration (the discussion). He saw no point in
having to draw out a discussion with his group, even though that is the main purpose of a
literature circle. He also perceived us as manipulating him to meet our expectations.
This is a problem I come across often. When working in groups, once the group members
have completed the bare minimal expectations for the assignment they quit collaborating and
move on to individual tasks. They think they are doing what we expect of them, but they are too
busy rushing through the steps to truly collaborate in a meaningful way. I frequently have to
explain the main purpose of the collaborative assignments to show that working together is just
as valuable as the completed task. For the literature circle, the object was to have an open
discussion that lasted the entire class period. This discussion was meant to teach reading
comprehension as well as the use of writing tools such as characterization, symbolism, and
foreshadowing. Additional questions were even provided so that the literature circle groups
could extend discussion after each member shared their worksheet (See Appendix B). These
questions are very helpful for prompting further discussion in hesitant collaborative groups.
Open discussion about literature doesn’t occur as frequently in classes as it should. For me, the
discussion was much more valuable than the worksheets meant to facilitate it. For the student the
worksheet was the tangible grade and the discussion was secondary and of little importance.
Completing the discussion was seen as something we made the student do.
This student was very smart, but he was used to taking the easy way out of working in
groups. In order to emphasize the importance of collaboration, I tried to make the skills that can
be acquired from practice in collaborative activities relevant to him. He wants to go to college
and major in Supply Chain Management after high school, so I tried to explain to him that this
profession is going to require him to communicate with the companies for which he is consulting
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and explain the rationale behind his thoughts and opinions. Learning to work with others is much
more important for him in the long run than he currently realizes. This explanation seemed to
resonate with this student a bit more. He is very task-oriented, and I believe he likes to see
exactly what he is taking from each assignment. If he doesn’t see the value in a task, he isn’t shy
about letting the teacher know. I think that making the benefits of group work evident and
relevant to students is key to successful collaboration, and it is often overlooked. It may not
make a difference for every student, but for certain students, such as the one in this example,
seeing the skills that can be gained is motivating.
I don’t know where the trend of inauthentic learning began, but it is a very difficult trend
to break. In order to experience real breakthroughs with our students, it seems as if we first have
to convince them that we care more about their ability to share thoughts, argue disagreements,
and negotiate leadership roles than we do about the final products their group can create. This
isn’t to say we shouldn’t care about the final product, but I think when students see the process
of accomplishing genuine collaboration and acquiring new reading and writing skills as their
main goals, the final project falls into place.
Convincing our students that they are active participants in the learning environment of
our class, and not simply captives forced to perform under the close watch of the teacher’s eye, is
not something that can be accomplished overnight. In order to break the cycle of student
alienation that McClure experienced in his classroom, and many other teachers deal with every
day, teachers have to create a classroom environment that is safe and welcoming. Teachers also
have to create assignments that challenge students while simultaneously giving them a little
freedom to express themselves. McClure concluded, “When groups are given real purposes along
with real freedom to work on those tasks and when the students in those groups are led to support
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and respect and encourage one another, alienation will be greatly reduced” (67). However,
teachers must decide how much freedom is too little or too much? The idea of giving students
“freedom to work on those tasks” is a bit of an oxymoron. The word task suggests a certain set
criteria of expectations. How much freedom can teachers allow students while simultaneously
holding them to a set of clear expectations? I don’t think there is a real answer to this question.
Each class is individual, and the teacher must gage how much freedom their students are capable
of handling on a task. Some students may need more direct guidance while others thrive off of
flexibility in assignments.

Using Collaborative Play to Boost Student Motivation
McClure also altered collaborative assignments to include what Lev Vygotsky held as the
most important aspect of group-work, play. Vygotsky was one of the first to believe that “we
must challenge them (students) to have fun in class, to entertain one another, to make each other
laugh” (McClure 67). He believed that play was a source of motivation that was applicable to
students, unlike the benefits of education that they likely will not recognize for some time.
In the past, when my students asked me why they have to complete a particular
assignment or learn a particular skill, I have pointed to how it will apply to their futures.
However, at fifteen and sixteen years old, their futures are still too far off for many of them to
comprehend. They simply don’t care yet that they might be able to apply knowledge of rhetorical
devices to negotiating a deal, winning a court case, participating in a company meeting, or
accomplishing whatever other purpose their future occupation requires. Instead, as teachers, we
have to find motivators to help them learn in the present, while recognizing that it may be years
before the value of our lessons sinks in. What better way to motivate our students into learning
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than play? This is especially true of students on the lower end of the motivational spectrum. I
have found that my students who don’t usually achieve very high grades or care about class
assignments find little to no motivation in knowing how these skills will help them in the long
run. However, Vygotsky and McClure believe that play “may well be an effective bridge for
under-motivated students from where they are, virtually uncaring, to the place where our
methodologies become meaningful to them” (68). This made me realize that the true test of
whether my collaborative assignments are worthwhile is how my basic level classes, containing
several low motivation students, respond to the activities. In my honors classes I know that my
students are likely to complete any assignment I give them, whether they see the value in it or
not. They are grade-driven and know that one failed assignment could prevent them from
achieving the A that they strive for. The basic level students, however, will only finish an
assignment to the best of their abilities if they find it meaningful. It is for their sake that I have to
strive to create projects that are educational, fun, and motivating all at the same time. This can be
a daunting task, but it is worth the effort when those lower achieving students exceed my
previous expectations and create a paper or project that they are proud of.
I had initially thought that McClure’s idea of “collaborative play” seemed a bit too
idealist. Of course students want to play, but can they really learn from doing so? I want my
students to enjoy my class, but I also need to assure that learning comes first. However, after
implementing several creative, interactive, “playful” group assignments in my class, and
evaluating student reflections of these assignments, I learned firsthand that Vygotsky was really
onto something. My students were enjoying work and simultaneously meeting my expectations
for their learning outcomes. I took away the new belief that seemingly unmotivated students can
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be led to authentic, genuine learning through collaborative assignments that are engaging and
even fun.

Valuing the Process of Student Growth in a Group Over the Final Product
After years of assigning group work in her classes, teacher Marilyn Strassen-McLaughlin
set out to alter some of her practices. After looking at the current body of research on
collaborative learning she stated, “with few exceptions, most group-work literature identifies
techniques to improve the final project but gives short shrift to discussions of individual student
growth as a result of group interaction” (Strassen-McLaughlin 72). She took issue with this idea
that the main object of group work is completing a final product that meets the teacher’s
expectations. On the contrary, Strassen-McLaughlin believed “the evaluation students make of
their own growth throughout the group process may be as important as the final projects
themselves” (72). While reading this article I realized that I too focused primarily on grading the
final products of group assignments during my first few months of teaching. It took some time
for me to come to the realization that not all of the final products that come out of group
assignments will be what I expect. However, this doesn’t necessarily mean the project is a failure.
What I need to analyze is whether the students become capable of defending opinions coherently,
leading peers in discussions, and listening and taking in thoughts and opinions contrary to their
current beliefs. In short, did collaborating make them more effective communicators, and are
they self aware of the skills they learned while collaborating? If the answer to these two
questions is yes than the assignment was successful to some degree.
Educators Nancy Frey and Douglas Fisher also focus on collaborative process over final
product, as well as the specific skills that students can gain from working in groups. One such
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skill is the art of argumentation. They believe that students need to learn the art of argumentation,
not arguing. The rationale behind this belief is that “the ability to engage in argumentation and
debate is a measure of an adolescent’s growing ability to respond with logical and ethical claims
to support or defend a position” (33). Communicating one’s opinion in a sophisticated way is a
skill that students can learn in the English classroom and translate into other areas of their life. A
big part of the tenth grade curriculum at the school at which I am interning is teaching students
the power of rhetoric and the uses of logos, ethos, and pathos appeals. I believe that
understanding how to use rhetoric to one’s advantage and recognizing when speakers are using
rhetoric manipulatively are very important abilities. I showed my students several famous
historical speeches where powerful rhetoric was used effectively and moved many people to
action. During the Holocaust unit, I also showed them how Hitler manipulated the masses using
rhetorical appeals in his speeches. I strongly agree with Frey and Fisher that learning the art of
argumentation is a crucial lesson for high school students, and one that they can acquire most
efficiently though practice with group communication.
During a class debate in my class, students had to argue the side of Caesar or Brutus. I
noticed that many of them appealed to emotion and logic, but in very basic ways. They lacked
the ability to support their opinions effectively and often reverted to immature means of
persuasion. I think having more opportunities to debate one another in groups, even in informal
forums, is the most effective and long lasting means of strengthening their argumentative skills.
Learning about the definitions of rhetorical appeals doesn’t allow them to see the power of
argumentation as effectively as putting the appeals into action. debating one another helped them
recognize that their weak, unsupported arguments weren’t as strong as nuanced appeals and the
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use of rhetorical devices. There was no real final product to this group assignment, but the
students learned to refute others opinions and support their own.
Frey and Fisher also found that once their students were “able to challenge one another
without restoring to simplistic arguments” they participated more in book discussions and were
more motivated to read in general in order to continue to have these stimulating conversations
(34). I agree that once students become comfortable with working with others and supporting
their opinions in group settings they become more active participants in the class. I also believe
they become prepared to be more active participants in society after leaving high school. These
are all benefits that can be acquired during the process of collaborative learning for assignments
in which no final product even exists. I believe that frequently group assignments such as group
debates are the most effective, because when there’s no end product to worry about all of the
students’ focus goes into the process of working together.

Grading Group Assignments: Individual vs. Group Grades
Another important concern to keep in mind when initiating collaborative learning is how
individuals will be graded on a group outcome. Educator Trudi Nelson considers the issue of
distinguishing between group and individuals when grading group assignments in her article
“Assessing Internal Group Processes in Collaborative Assignments.” Nelson also stresses the
importance of encouraging students to “design, plan, and create a project bigger than any one of
the students could create alone.” This is one of the key components of a group assignment. A
truly collaborative project is one that can’t be completed by one student on his or her own.
Working together is essential to both the process and the final product. When such an assignment
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is established, participation by all group members becomes more likely and grading the group
project becomes much easier for the teacher.
However, even in the most expertly crafted group assignment the issue of grading is still
a touchy one. I have found, especially in my advanced classes, that students resent having to
receive the same grade as an entire group. They fear that others will get credit for their work or,
worse yet, their grade will be negatively affected by the less-than-satisfactory work of another
group member. Nelson recognizes the validity of this fear. She states, “Possibly some members
of the groups kick back, knowing that the grade is a group grade, or perhaps they don’t value
grades all that much anyway. For other members of the groups, the grade matters a great deal”
(42). On a Group Reflection Worksheet several of my students reaffirmed my belief that they
resent group grades. One student stated, “the biggest flaw with group work would be people
getting credit for your work if they did not contribute enough.” This statement came from a very
grade conscious student. I think the fear of group grades goes back to the focus on competition in
the classroom. Students can’t let go of that control over their final outcome in a class, because
they are so used to a culture of competition in which they vie for the best grades. They want to
beat out their fellow students, not receive the same grade as them. Shifting the focus from
competition to collaboration once in a while is very important to the English classroom. Ideally,
students would care more about what they are learning than what grade they receive. The grade
would be a reward for putting the effort into learning, but wouldn’t be the main focus all the time.
However, grades do matter a great deal to most students, and in order to prevent students from
resenting collaborative activities in general, teachers have to make sure they are grading such
activities as fairly as possible. This means paying close attention to each group member’s
individual contributions. It is impossible to know if every member contributed the exact same
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amount of time and effort, but it is fairly easy to spot the slacker in a group that is letting
everyone else do the collaborating.
Nelson has also designed several means of grading group work as fairly as possible. She
believes in setting clear and specific expectations through a rubric or group contract. This way
there is a set list of items each group member can be accountable for. I think creating an
extremely specific rubric can counteract the idea of giving students some freedom during group
assignments, which McClure emphasized. Developing a rubric that still allows for individual
creativity and decision-making is key. Also, the rubric for a group assignment should include a
section for individual contribution within groups. Each group member can explain the specific
contributions they made overall and their individual effort may mean they receive a higher or
lower grade than other students in their group. Nelson also utilizes group contracts in her
classroom with provisions for “firing” group members that haven’t heeded warnings about their
lack of contributions. An important aspect of these grade contracts is that they are student created.
When students set the expectations for other group members they become more accountable for
their actions. Nelson states that it “raises each group member to a level of stakeholder, more
clearly accountable to the group and more clearly accountable for an individual grade” (43).
Giving students some decision-making power makes them feel more responsible for the project
and class in general. I think this is particularly true of group assignments, but can carry over to
other aspects of the classroom as well. For example, if students have some choice in what rules
exist within their class they are more accountable to following those rules throughout the school
year.
Another useful method used by Nelson is student assessment of other group members.
For this to be effective group members should set norms or protocols for the group at the
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beginning of an assignment. Then, after they have completed the project, they can grade one
another based upon these protocols. I implemented a similar group evaluation in my own classes
and found it very helpful to the grading process. The first section of the General Project
Evaluation was a self-evaluation where each student highlighted his or her personal contributions
to the group. Some students listed specific parts of the assignment that they completed, while
others described specific roles they took on, such as the leader or the group moderator. The
students also assigned themselves the grade they deserved based off of these contributions. The
second section of the evaluation asked students to grade group members. The evaluator was
supposed to assign a percentage of the group’s effort to each member. The total for all of the
members together was to equal 100%. For example, if there were four members in the group, and
the evaluator felt everyone contributed equally, he would give each member 25% of the total
effort. I did not base students’ grades solely off of their self and group evaluations, but their
responses did facilitate the process. I looked primarily for evident trends across all group
members reflections. For example, if every member of a group gave one person a significantly
lower percentage then I suspected that person hadn’t collaborated effectively. Nelson also uses
evaluations to watch for trends, investigate into them, and learn about the kinds of group work
that students value. Also, a third section of this evaluation asked group members to describe how
effectively their group worked together and what the biggest obstacle they encountered was (See
Appendix C for the reflection worksheet). These evaluation forms are good for determining
students’ contributions to the group, but not necessarily the skills or knowledge learned. The
final paper or presentation should also be used to evaluate student learning.
A few similar means of student assessment also exist. Nelson uses a numerical
assessment in which “students are given a prime number to divide among group members, using
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no fractions or decimals” (44). The reason she uses a prime number is “it forces students to do
more than just divide all the points equally” (44). I can see this method working very well for
groups of friends. If students are working with peers that they consider friends they are more
likely to give everyone equal credit, even if someone don’t deserve it. With the prime number
they have to acknowledge if some people worked harder than others. I believe incorporating
these types of student assessments into classes can encourage a learner-centered environment in
which every student is held accountable for their learning, but evaluating students based off of
student assessments should always be done cautiously and in conjunction with other means of
grading.

The Complexities of Selecting Student Groups
I also struggled with deciding how to select student groups. I felt very strongly that my
students should experience working with a wide variety of their peers. In my advanced classes, I
found that my students were intrinsically motivated and/or grade driven enough to make the best
of almost any group I assigned them too. For this reason, I often allowed them to choose their
groups and work with friends. In some of the other classes I am co-teaching, however, my
students seemed almost incapable of working with friends. They would chat, gossip, and get off
topic. They pretended to work while I walked by, and then rushed to complete everything at the
end of class. This often resulted in less than satisfactory work. A study of collaborative work
among graduate students working together in groups resulted in surprising similar observations.
“Students in small groups were observed talking at length about issues unrelated to the classroom
assignment, but then working feverishly during the last five min to derive a group answer”
(Hancock 164). If this is still occurring at a graduate level where students have chosen to take the
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classes they are chatting in, it’s no surprise that the same thing is happening with my tenth
graders. For the graduate students in this particular study, “social interaction between group
members occurred at the expense of conscientious though and effort centered on class material”
(164). My goal is for social interaction to be channeled towards group-work and conscientious
thought, rather than acting as an obstacle to it. I want my class to be a place where students can
have meaningful conversations, but I’m not okay with it being a spot for students to catch up on
the latest gossip. For this reason, I take more time assigning groups with the specific goal of
splitting up chatty friends and making the groups as heterogeneous as possible. Even in my class
where the students work efficiently with peers, I still attempt to mix up the groups to expose
them to the perspectives of a wide variety of students. I believe cutting socialization out of a
tenth grade classroom is impossible, but channeling socialization into collaborative activities and
presenting students with the chance to talk to a wide variety of peers takes a potential obstacle to
learning and turns it into a benefit.
One important aspect of group composition to focus on is size. “If there are too many
students in a group, some of them are not motivated to complete any tasks as they know the work
will be done by others” (Frey and Fisher 35). On the other hand, “if there aren’t enough members
in a group, students begin to feel overwhelmed and give up on the task” (35). This can be a very
difficult balance to reach. I encountered the issues of ineffective group size in a Julius Caesar
debate project that will be discussed at length in a later section.
Educator Trudi Nelson was highly aware of the difficulties that come with grouping
students. Most advocates of group work believe that heterogeneous groups are the best option,
because they force lower achieving students to work harder and allow opportunities for the
highest achieving students to act as leaders and share knowledge with their classmates. However,
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Nelson is skeptical of such grouping because it is often the case that one student takes on a
majority of the work load while the slackers sit back and get the same grade at the end. Nelson
even points to the possibility that “overachievers in the groups will discourage full participation
of others, fearing a lackluster group product” (Nelson 42). This is certainly a valid concern given
that grade-driven students who are set on achieving straight A’s don’t like risking their perfect
grade for a classmate who didn’t complete the high caliber work that they are accustomed to.
However, the alternative to heterogeneous grouping is grouping students based uupon
academic ability or performance. This means the lowest performing students work together and
the highest achieving students work together. I take issue with this grouping for several reasons.
For one, outside of school these students are going to have to work with people that aren’t on the
same level as them. Teachers aren’t doing students a favor by grouping only by ability. Low
achieving students can benefit from the high expectations of other group members. Collaborating
with more motivated peers may encourage them to work harder, while teacher prompting may
not have an effect on them. Also, the most intelligent students in a class can benefit from helping
peers. While teaching material or skills to other group mates these students have to summarize
and explain in detail, which helps encode their own knowledge for longer retention. Once again,
Nelson’s concerns about the unfairness of heterogeneous grouping are valid, but not strong
enough to discourage such grouping. Teachers simply have to keep close watch to make sure
each student is performing to the best of his or her abilities. The student reflections previously
described can also help teachers keep track of whether heterogeneous grouping is working in
their class or needs to be more closely monitored.
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The Need to Create a Meaningful Task
Unlike McClure who found that incorporating play was the key to successful
collaboration in his classroom, Nancy Frey and Douglas Fisher believe the key to effective
collaboration is a meaningful task. Their observations of group assignments that they tried in
their own classes led them to the realization that “motivation doesn’t occur simply because
we’ve moved the desks together. We need to create meaningful tasks that are tailored to the
developmental, academic, and social needs of students” (Frey and Fisher 30). If a task is too easy
students won’t see the challenge in completing it. Their efforts will be lackluster and they will
likely get very little out of the task. “Meaningful” seems like a very broad term to me. What
makes a task meaningful? For Frey and Fisher, a meaningful task is one that “offers the
possibility of productive failure.” This means that it is “structured in a way that the outcome is
not a given” (31). Therefore, tasks in which students are simply presenting material, rather than
synthesizing knowledge collectively, don’t count as meaningful group tasks.
I encountered “productive failure” after a group activity early on in the school year. My
students had just finished reading Julius Caesar and were using the online presentation cite,
Prezi, to create character webs for the play. Each week they were supposed to enter into their
Prezi cites as a group and expand upon the character web using the new themes and connections
they had found in their most recent reading. The behavioral objectives and Pennsylvania state
standards addressed in this assignment can be found in Appendix D. Success on this project
would be assessed by the students ability to demonstrate understanding of the complex character
relations and how those relationships connected to main themes from the text, such as betrayal.
Many of the students were new to the program and confused about how it worked. I encouraged
them to take time experimenting with it and reviewing the tutorial before they even began their
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webs, but many students shut down and gave up rather than problem solve. They complained
about wanting to just draw out character webs and didn’t understand my goal of incorporating a
new form of technology into their learning. Early on I considered giving up on the project all
together, because I couldn’t foresee the students getting past their frustration and completing
their webs. However, I decided that even if the webs didn’t come out perfectly it was more
important for my students to learn problem solving skills and perseverance. I think students are
often allowed an easier way out when they don’t understand an assignment, and I wanted to
challenge them to tackle the difficult task of learning to use a new technology program. While
the end products were highly varied, every group took great strides in collective problem solving.
When asked later in the year what group project they learned most from, many students listed the
Prezi Web assignment, because it forced them to learn how to use a new website and not give up
when their group encountered problems.
So how exactly does one create a challenging task with the potential for “productive
failure”? To begin with, the task should “require students to utilize previously learned concepts
in a new way” (Frey and Fisher 31). As I stated before, if the students are just presenting or
writing about previously learned concepts there is no point to working together. However, if they
are using knowledge in a new way, they can share thoughts and ideas to make a more successful
product together. All final assessments, whether they are papers or projects, should be scaffolded
throughout the course of the unit. Including knowledge learned in previous lessons should be a
given for a final assessment. What’s more, Frey and Fisher emphasize, “if students merely divide
it (the work) up and agree to meet again later to assemble the final product, it’s likely that the
task was not challenging” (31). Creating a project where collaboration is essential, and not just a
possibility, is tough, especially when the assignment is a group paper.
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While the research I conducted provided me with many useful tips for establishing
collaborative projects, I still had to negotiate all of the knowledge I had gained within my own
classroom. Many of the helpful tips I uncovered in articles were also contradictory. For example,
Trudi Nelson believed in the use of detailed rubrics for group assignments, while McClure
believed in giving students some freedom in group tasks. I can see the importance of both, but
how do I negotiate giving students freedom while simultaneously holding them to clear, set
standards. Also, creating tasks that are encourage authentic learning, challenge and are
meaningful to the students, use collaborative play to motivate low achievers, and include means
of self and group reflection are more easy to design in theory than in practice. I needed to decide
which tenets of group work I valued most and focus on creating my own group assignments
around them. By evaluating the successes and failures of my own group assignments I was able
to make these big decisions.

My Reflections of Group Projects in my Classroom
During and after my search to uncover other teachers’ perspectives on group work I set
about creating several group projects in my own classes. I took careful note of the successes and
failures in each assignment. Some of my assignments fell short of my expectations, but
examining why this was the case helped guide my future teaching practices. I also discovered
that what constitutes a successful assignment for one student doesn’t necessarily mean the same
thing for others. I was searching for the perfect formula for designing group tasks that would
allow success in all of my classes, but be altered to fit the needs of a wide variety of students. I
would like to focus my reflections on five main assignments that had varied rates of success.
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Julius Caesar Debates: Group Members Get Lost in the Crowd
One of the first collaborative assignments of this school year was a group debate during
the Julius Caesar unit. The debate forum was used to help them learn about effective uses of
rhetorical devices. The students were split into two groups and had to choose either Julius Caesar
or Brutus to defend in the debate. My collaborating teacher and I explained the setup of a formal
debate and allowed the students a whole class period to prepare their arguments and choose
group speakers for the different sections. On the day of the debate, however, things became a bit
chaotic. The opinionated students were all overly eager to speak up, and the quiet ones couldn’t
get a spare word in. The groups had chosen speakers for each section of the debate, but it was
obvious in many classes that a handful of students had done all of the work. The groups were
simply far too big for genuine collaboration to occur. However, those students that were involved
definitely got a chance to see the power of rhetoric at work. I think had the groups been smaller,
so every student had a chance to speak, the project would have been much more valuable.
This collaborative group project was successful in some ways. The students learned about
the setup of a debate and were able to use the rhetorical devices they had learned in class in a
realistic public speaking forum. Even those students who were minor participants in the actual
debate listened to the rhetoric and participated in a discussion afterwards about the effectiveness
of each side’s claims. What I found unsuccessful was the fact that not everyone was capable of
participating equally, even if they wanted to. I thought the task was challenging and required
close collaboration, which are two tenets of successful group assignments that I hold, but the
groups were too large. This enabled less motivated students to get away with full participation,
and I fear that some students may wanted to participate but were intimidated by the most
outgoing speakers.
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Group assignments like this one allow natural leaders to find their niche. However, how
can the “wallflower” student benefit from a group assignment that allows only the confident
students to shine? Did the shy students get anything out of watching a debate that they weren’t
active participants in? I tried to think of ways to alter the debate so that these students were at
least actively involved in the prep period the first day. Since the prep period was a large part of
the collaborative process, I didn’t mind letting the outgoing students do the presenting as long as
I could ensure active collaboration by everyone during the prep period. Aside from sitting with
each group, I didn’t see a way to ensure such participation.
What I took away from this group assignment is that a truly effective group project has
to have multiple opportunities for every single student to collaborate. When groups get too large
certain students slip through the cracks, and it is difficult for teachers to keep track of each
student’s contributions. I think the debate was a valuable activity, but once again it benefited
some students more than others, so it wasn’t the most successful group assignment of the year.

Modernizing Shakespeare: Channeling Student Energy
After the limited success of the Prezi Web and Caesar Debate group projects, I started to
think about ways to target my most difficult class. This particular class was not averse to the idea
of group work, but they became highly distracted each time they were allowed to work with
peers. Collaboration time quickly shifted into socialization time, and not the productive type of
socialization. These students would pretend to be working diligently every time I walked by, but
as soon as I turned my head they would switch over to gossiping and giggling about their social
circles. I deduced that this behavior either stemmed from a disregard for group work, because
they see it is a less legitimate form of learning, or an inability to differentiate productive
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conversation from social conversation. On top of their chatty nature, the students in this class had
a lot of trouble sitting in their seats and actively paying attention for an entire class period. I
decided that rather than continue to be frustrated by the behavior management issues within this
class, I needed to find a way to embrace their high energy levels. Many of the students fell into
the category of bodily-kinesthetic learners under Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences.
During the first week of school, the students completed an online questionnaire that helped
identify their learning styles, and I recorded the fact that a large number were bodily kinesthetic.
This means these students learn best through touch and body motion. Earlier in the marking
period, I had success with a stations activity that allowed students to move around the classroom
and complete a variety of creative, hands on activities relating to the Igbo people in Chinua
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (See Appendix H). These stations became a source of prior
knowledge for the students as they read the book, and the frequency with which they referred
back to them convinced me that the bodily kinesthetic nature of the lesson led to longer retention
time for my students.
With this fact in mind, I designed another interactive, bodily-kinesthetic type
collaborative assignment. Students were divided into groups of four or five and asked to choose a
favorite scene from Julius Caesar, which we had just finished reading. As a group they then
rewrote the script from that scene with a modern day context and vernacular. The learning
objectives and state standards covered by this assignment can be found in Appendix F. The script
needed to parallel the themes, characters, and plot from the original Julius Caesar scene, but in a
modern context. Students came up with such creative settings as Survivor Island, Walmart, a
dance party, and a baseball team practice. The freedom to be as creative as they wanted with the
project sparked so many thoughtful conversations about the text. Best of all, my students were
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able to be their chatty, active selves, but channel these qualities into a productive class activity. I
think the characteristic of motion made the activity more memorable and the themes from the
text were really retained by the students. This group activity allowed some of the students who
struggle with traditional deskwork, and aren’t necessarily the strongest readers and writers, to
really shine. They embraced the opportunity to show their movies off to classmates as well.
More so than any other group activity throughout the school year, the Julius Caesar iMovies
really fit into Michael McClure’s idea of collaborative play. The assignment was targeted at low
motivation students, was fun for them to create, and taught them about textual themes and script
writing. I mentioned before that I thought the Julius Caesar debates achieved only limited
success because not all students benefited equally from that type of collaboration. However, I
thought the Julius Caesar iMovie project was a great success, even though it fit some students’
needs far more closely than others. Public speaking and performance were necessary for both of
these group activities, which put some shy students out of their comfort zones. After these two
assignments I decided success of an assignment can’t always be measured by how many students
excel. Students have very different ways of learning. Not all will benefit from bodily-kinesthetic
assignments. The key is to have a wide variety of collaborative group assignments across the
year. This way every student can seize hold of a potential chance to shine, and during projects
that aren’t the best fit for them, they can acquire new skills.

Holocaust Memorials: The Creativity that Springs from Freedom to Explore Creativity
A fourth project that I organized and carefully observed occured during my classes unit
on the memoir Night, written by Elie Wiesel. Due to the success of the iMovie project, I decided
to experiment the concept of “collaborative play” again for this project. During the course of the
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unit my students had learned about life in the concentration camps, different groups persecuted
by Hitler, uses of Nazi propaganda, and the continuance of genocide in other countries over the
last several decades. I wanted a project that allowed them to pull from all of these pools of
knowledge while simultaneously tapping into their creative sides. For the final project, students
were divided into teacher-selected groups of five and given the job of creating an idea for a
Holocaust Memorial. At the end of the presentation students would pitch their memorial design
to the class as if they were competing to win a design competition for an actual memorial.
Certain requirements of the project assured that they would apply knowledge that they had
learned about the Holocaust and Elie Weisel’s memoir Night, but the parameters of how they
would incorporate what they had learned were left relatively open. The assignment description
given to students before this group assignment can be viewed in Appendix G. The project was
meant to encourage creative thinking as well as consideration of symbolism in the memorial. The
best memorials were those that were more symbolic than literal. The group’s visual, to be
presented during their pitch to the class, could be a model, PowerPoint, or poster. Along with the
visual and presentation, each group would hand in a two-page paper detailing the decisions, and
rational behind the decisions, that their group made while brainstorming and creating their
project.
For this assignment, I used heterogeneous groups. I tried to put quiet students with people
that would encourage them to share their opinions. I also tried to put students who have had
behavioral problems in our classroom in the past with extremely conscientious students in the
hopes that the “problem” students would learn from their peers. Above all, I mixed up friend
groups and put students with peers that they didn’t frequently work with but might collaborate
very well with. I think the most creative ideas spring from a mix of thought processes. For
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example, I have one student who is extremely ambitious when it comes to group projects. He
immediately wanted to construct a scale model of his groups’ Holocaust memorial using
woodworking supplies. While his idea was very exciting and had the potential to result in an
exceptional end product, it was also a lot to get done in only a few class periods. His group
members were supportive of his ambitious idea, and they didn’t squash his creativity, but they
were also more reasonable in their hopes for the model. They created a very detailed plan to
finish the visual by the set deadline. The members of this group played off of each other’s
strengths and weaknesses so well, and I don’t think any of them said more than a few sentences
to each other all year before the project. A picture of this group’s visual, along with several other
groups’, be seen in Appendix I. There was an extremely wide range of final products for this
project due to the freedom given to the students to be creative. I think this freedom made them
feel invited into the learning process rather than forced into one of the teacher’s assignments.
Each group had to try different means of collaborating to get to the final result. Some of them
brainstormed various ideas and spent quite a bit of time arguing their points before one idea was
chosen. Other groups really worked to combine the ideas of every single group member. More so
than many of the other collaborative assignments I had created, this project was not one that any
one student could have completed alone. They needed group members to bounce ideas off of,
which is what made this assignment such a success.
The two-page reflection paper also contributed to the success of the project. Having to
describe the decisions made by the group step by step, in detail, forced them to reflect upon their
collaborative process. Students also pitched their final presentations to the class and explained
the decisions they made as a group to reach their final design. When students reflect on the types
of skills they had to use while working they recognize the value in a lesson.
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The Holocaust memorial was a culmination of the Night unit and it gave the students a
chance to show what they had learned over the past few weeks. Beyond demonstrating what they
had learned, however, they were also demonstrating their ability to work with new people,
channel their creativity collectively, and think symbolically. An excerpt from a group paper that
demonstrates close consideration of symbolism in their memorial can be seen in Appendix J.
In the end I was incredibly impressed by all of the groups’ projects, unlike some of my
former group assignments where productive failure set in and the final projects didn’t meet my
initial expectations. While I believe in focusing on process over product, it is nice to have
projects where success is achieved in both aspects. I believe that the final products were
successful because of the genuine collaboration that occurred. This project also allowed more
opportunities for a wide variety of students to shine than the previous two. The artists, writers,
creative thinkers, and natural leaders could all find niches within this assignment.

Literature Circles: An Avenue for the Less Outgoing Students
The final group assignment that my students completed revolved around multicultural
novels. Students were given five book descriptions and placed into groups based upon which
book they wanted to read. I couldn’t give every student his/her first pick, but almost all of the
students were pleased with the choice they received. Groups were chosen primarily based on
book preference, so they weren’t necessarily as heterogeneous as the Julius Caesar or Night
projects. However, I did make an effort to mix up students a bit so they weren’t just working
with their close friends. After receiving a book, the students spent three weeks reading in and out
of class, completing worksheets to prepare for discussions, and meeting with groups to discuss
the texts. Each group member had to complete a different worksheet for the three discussions.
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For example, they could be discussion director the first week, travel tracer the second week, and
literary luminary the third week. I considered creating a final assessment that would come after
the last literature circle, but decided against it, because I wanted the students to recognize that the
most important thing to come from the literature circles was the shared knowledge gained during
in-class discussions. Since literature circles are graded primarily on participation within the
group, rather than on any final product, students had to learn to work together differently. There
couldn’t be one person who took over most of the work. Nor could there be one person who
didn’t speak at all. Every group member had to have a role, and these roles changed from week
to week. More than any other group activity, these literature circles allowed members to explore
different group identities. Every student had to be discussion director once to test out their
leadership skills, but, aside from this role, the students got to choose what types of contributions
they would make each week.
I found that the bodily kinesthetic learners in my classes struggled the most with this
assignment, as I expected. They frequently needed my collaborating teacher or myself to sit with
them and get a discussion going. However, having some say in the book choice and what they
were discussing was motivating for everyone.
I perceived a wide variety of successes and failures in the five group assignments above.
It seems impossible for me to determine which assignment was most successful since each of my
classes is unique and different outcomes were achieved for all of them. There are definitely take
away points that reinforce the research I have done. Leaving room for freedom and choice to
encourage more creative final products worked well for the Night assignment. Making the
assignment motivating by incorporating play worked for the Julius Caesar iMovies. During the
literature discussion circles, focusing on the learning and collaborating process, rather than any
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final product, led to meaningful discussions. In order to judge whether or not my students
perceived the same successes and failures in these group assignments I turned to them for
reflection.

Student Reflections of the Projects in my Classroom
I am in a constant state of reflection when it comes to the lessons in my classes, but I
rarely get insight into my students’ own reflections. My observations of the students while they
work in groups can only tell me so much. I was very curious to see what opinions they hold
about group work in general, as well as the group assignments that they have completed this year.
In order to get a glimpse into their heads, I created a group work reflection worksheet for my
students to complete after their literature circles were complete (See Appendix E). I asked
questions that focused on some of my big questions; such as, what assignments did you enjoy the
most and learn the most from? I was able to get a feel for whether or not my students prefer
group or solo work, as well as what skills they actually perceive themselves gaining from
collaboration. Would their thoughts match up with my expectations of them? Would they enjoy
the assignments I expected them to? I was given insight into these questions and more when I
took the time to ask my students what they thought.
As I stated earlier, I started teaching with the assumption that students enjoy working
together in class, but I quickly discovered that many of them value their grade too much to risk
working with other students that might not meet their expectations on a group project. In order to
get a better understanding of my students’ feelings towards collaborating for a grade, I began by
simply asking whether they were for or against group work. A good amount actually did enjoy
groups and cited such reasons such as having ”multiple ideas to use or manipulate.” Other
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students claimed that “it’s easier to get things done and perfected and it brings peers together.”
Comments about liking the environment of group assignments, feeling more comfortable
presenting in a group, and being able to brainstorm various ideas also came up. The vast majority
of my students had more positive things to say about group work than solo work, which
surprised me to some extent. On the other hand, some students felt strongly about preferring solo
work over group. One student claimed, “certain projects are hard to work with others on because
ideas don’t collaborate well.” On a similar note, another student said “when I have an idea in
mind I like to stick to that idea.” Another common thread was preferring to work alone because
you don’t have to take the chance of someone “screwing up or not getting work done.” I will
look into further specific student perceived benefits and flaws in group assignments below.

Student Perceived Benefits of Group Assignments
In order to further probe into students’ thoughts, I asked them to brainstorm the potential
benefits of groups. One of the benefits of group work listed most frequently by my students was
being able to divide up the work and make the project easier for everyone. While reflecting on
the marking period’s group work one student said group assignments “make less work because
everything can be distributed.” The fact that group work should be divided up seems to be a
common misconception among most of my students, which doesn’t surprise me. Often teachers
assign group work that essentially consists of several individual projects joined together. In a
true group assignment every group member should have to collaborate throughout the process,
thus making the divide and conquer mentality ineffective.
Another benefit that I constantly underestimate is that students don’t want their peers to
look down upon them, which means they frequently work harder in order to impress others
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during group work. One student stated in her reflection that “you really can’t slack off” when
working with peers. I thought the way she worded this was interesting because she definitely can
slack off in a group, but she doesn’t want to. This is an especially interesting statement because
the student who made it often slacks off on homework and individual assignments. She is an
intelligent student, but either doesn’t care about her work too much or simply forgets to complete
it often. However, I noticed that she worked very hard with her group on the Holocaust
Memorial and Literature Circles. I was under the impression that she was interested in the
material or had found some motivation to pull up her grade, but, after reading her reflection, I
believe her desire to satisfy her peers was the main reason for her increased effort. Another
student also stated, “I work harder if I have a group depending on me.” This student is a natural
leader, but he also had trouble completing class assignments on his own and often needed
prompting to turn in homework assignments and keep up with reading. It is important for
teachers not to forget the influence teenagers have on one another. Whether our students care
about the class or not, they are almost always concerned with what their peers think of them.
When their peers are depending on them to complete a project, they are less likely to slack off.
This is one benefit of group work that happens naturally and all teachers can take advantage of.
The benefit I originally expected to hear most, having fun, was probably listed least. A
few students did mention this benefit, but fun came secondary to success on the project. I’m not
sure if students focused less on fun because they didn’t think it was an answer I wanted to hear
or because fun is actually secondary to getting a good grade for them. I definitely noticed a
higher tendency for listing fun as a reason for being pro group work in my lower level classes.
Students in advanced English leaned more towards being introduced to fresh ideas, getting more
feedback, and creating a strong project incorporating many perspectives. However, I frequently
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notice that these advanced students lean towards telling me what they think I want to hear. I
believe my lower level students, who often care less about grades, are more honest with their
reflections about my class. For this reason, I value their feedback very much.

Student Perceived Flaws in Group Assignments
After asking students to brainstorm benefits of group work I switched their focus to the
cons of collaboration. First I read the responses of my second period students, who are generally
very self motivated and have great discussions about the lessons without much prompting. Even
when they are chatty, these students are almost always on task, and they work very well in both
self-selected and teacher-selected groups. One student in this class stated that he dislikes group
assignments “when one group member expects that others will do their work for them.” Another
student described his frustration when “group members aren’t in class and they have a skill or
idea that cannot be used for that day.” A third classmate said “some people let their ideas
overpower others.” Hardly any of these students listed distraction as a problem when working
with groups. This didn’t surprise me, because they are always so on task in class. Instead, they
were more concerned with the balance of groups; some students contribute too much and others
too little. My seventh period class, on the other hand, is one of the classes that really made me
question the validity of group work at the beginning of the year. They are very easily distracted
and difficult to keep on track for prolonged periods of time. I rarely let them work with close
friends, because they spend more time gossiping then discussing the text. For a while I thought
the only way to get these students to absorb any of the content from my lessons was to separate
them and make them work alone on assignments. This classes’ list of cons for group work
definitely reflected the class dynamic. They listed “getting off topic,” “not getting along or
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making any progress,” and “some people not working and still getting the grade” as potential
problems in group assignments. I created an extensive list of the perceived benefits and problems
with group work that my students wrote about (see Appendix K). I was glad that the students
were self aware of their tendency to get distracted while working with peers. However, I was
also frustrated to see that the students knew what their weaknesses were but rarely made an effort
to overcome them. I have found that with this specific class I have better success rates when I
give them an assignment that allows room for some distraction. In other words, I allow for some
leeway in what they create. During the Holocaust memorial assignment the kids had more
freedom in what they created as a final product. There were so many possibilities to explore that
they could stray from one idea for a little bit and still be in the process of exploring themes from
the book and thinking symbolically about their memorial decisions.
I also noticed that many of the things the students listed as cons could easily be turned
around and made into benefits of group work once the students learned how to acquire certain
skills. One of my students described “not being able to properly present ideas” as a reason why
he struggled in groups. However, I saw this as a reason to continue implementing group work in
his class. The only way to get better at voicing ideas is through practice. I believe if this student
continues to work on collaboration skills he will soon feel more comfortable sharing his ideas
with others, and he will enjoy group work more. This is also a skill that every single student will
need later in life.

Students’ Favorite Assignments Explained
Next, I asked my students what their favorite assignment was thus far, and, once again, I
noticed a trend that the lower level English 10 classes chose “fun” and interactive assignments,
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such as the iMovie. One student directly reinforced McClure’s claim that fun assignments are
motivating by saying “It was fun, and I’m more inspired to learn when things are fun.” My easily
distracted seventh period was particularly fond of the iMovie project. I was glad to hear this
because I had created the project specifically for their benefit. My students’ reflections on this
project indicated that many found it “fun to act out and be funny.” Others described how they
could “show a creative side” and how the project was “very open to what we could do.” The
students seemed excited to be working on a project that was different than most of their school
assignments. They made comments such as “it wasn’t just the average project where you make a
poster and present it,” and “it was hands on work and it was like no other project I’ve ever done
before.” The result of being allowed to use their creativity and make a project on their own terms
was pride in their final product.
Even in my advanced classes, where I don’t feel my students are as dependent upon
having time to move around in class, the students liked that the project was “very hands on work
and it was like no other project I’ve ever done before.” They also appreciated that “we had the
most freedom and could be creative as to what we wanted to do.” The students’ appreciation of
the lack of restrictions on the project reminded me of Michael McClure’s belief that giving
students real freedom decreases alienation in the classroom and makes them feel like they are
actually being invited to learn, rather than demanded to follow our rules. The theme of valuing
creative, hands-on work, with a little bit flexibility as far as guidelines go, was so prevalent that I
began to make an effort to incorporate these qualities into all of my collaborative assignments.
I believe the Holocaust Memorial was a success because it once again allowed for
creativity and freedom in the classroom, but it didn’t require an elaborate public performance,
which was challenging for some of my more shy students. One student wrote, “I thought the

38

memorial was a fun concept, and I’m not very outgoing so things like the iMovie felt very out of
my comfort zone.” The memorial also allowed students to demonstrate their knowledge in a
different way then the iMovie. While creating the movie, students had to demonstrate that they
understood the major themes of the play and could translate them into a modern context. While
creating the memorial, on the other hand, the students could directly apply knowledge about the
Holocaust they had learned during our Night unit. They chose quotes from the book to put on
statues, created colorful triangles representing the badges worn by different persecuted groups,
and set up sections of their memorial where people could learn and reflect on other genocides
that had occurred since the Holocaust. All of these things were covered during our unit. I think
students enjoyed the opportunity to demonstrate what they had learned. It seemed validating for
them to prove that they knew more about the Holocaust then they had earlier in the year. One
student said about the project “I learned a lot about the life of a Jewish person in the
concentration camps.” Another said, “I got to see everyone’s views on what they thought should
be remembered from the Holocaust.” A third student said she liked the project because “you
were able to apply the facts of the Holocaust to more of an artistic project.” The students really
seemed to take ownership of this particular assignment. I think the success in both the iMovie
and Memorial projects stemmed from the fact that students were able to “play” while they
learned.
A third group activity that several students listed as their favorite was the Literature
Circles accompanying their reading of multicultural choice novels. While the creative group
projects that allowed for freedom and some more active learning were a big hit with many of my
more energetic, outgoing students, the small group literature circles offered an opportunity for
more quiet students to shine. One of my students in particular was very bright but rarely
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contributed to whole class discussions. When she did participate she always seemed hesitant to
speak her mind and said very little. During the literature circles however, her love of reading
made her a natural leader, and she really demonstrated her impressive reading skills with the
insightful questions and responses that she brought to the group discussion. While reflecting on
the groups she said “the smaller literature circles made it easier for me to talk. I felt more
comfortable to answer questions.” She also claimed that she “learned to be more confident” and
to “not be shy and share ideas.” I think the reinforcement that this student got from her group
members really helped boost her confidence. I have tried to give her this type of feedback and
reinforcement in the past, but teenagers are very responsive to the praise and criticism of their
peers. She may not have fully believed in the positive comments that I gave her, but the fact that
her peers were respectful of her and impressed by her discussions made a big impact.

Student Recognition of Skills Gained During Collaboration
I think it is very important for students to begin to recognize the skills that they are
acquiring from collaborative work. Assignments are more motivating when students see the
long-term benefits of learning. In order to judge whether or not my students are becoming aware
of their improved collaborative skills, I asked them to reflect upon what skills they have learned
from group work. Some students put very general skills that they have learned such as “how to
brainstorm ideas together, ” how to “get comfortable with your group,” and how to “compromise
and always fulfill your group role.” I was also excited to see certain students wrote very specific
skills acquired from particular projects. One student learned that “communication is key”
because one of his group members ”was not able to type on the presentation at home, so through
Google chat we were able to include his ideas as well.” I think this comment reflects
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improvement in problem solving skills as well as communication skills. Another student learned
to “always have a backup plan” because his group had to start over on a project.
One student approached me early in the Night Memorial Project to express concern with
one of her group members. She had problems with him in the past and didn’t want him to
negatively affect her grade. The particular student who she was talking about is one of my
weaker students, and he frequently doesn’t complete assignments, so I understood her concern.
However, I asked her to try to stick it out, because I felt strongly that he was placed in a group
that he would benefit from. I was impressed that the student who approached me with her
concerns reflected after the project about learning “to try to get everyone involved and let
everyone have a part to do in the project.” I knew that her group member didn’t make this an
easy task for her, but her perseverance and leadership skills were put to the test during the project.
Another student who is very interested in creative writing and didn’t seem enthusiastic about
most group assignments reflected, “I have the ability to be a leader.” A member of this same
group who usually takes the reins on group assignments wrote, “I don’t have to be the one to
lead all the time. It’s a good feeling to not to… I didn’t have to take charge. Normally I’m bossy,
but another group member organized us so that didn’t happen.” I was excited to see that these
two students had tried out new group roles and discovered that they don’t always have to be the
leader or the follower. They were both able to contribute in a new sort of way.
My students’ reflections reinforced some of my previous beliefs about group work and
changed some others. They reminded me of all of the skills that can be gained from working with
peers. As always, I was surprised by much of what they had to say. I incorporated my newfound
knowledge of their thoughts and opinions into my pool of collaborative learning beliefs in order
to create some final conclusions about how to create effective and successful group assignments.
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Implications for Teachers
The skills and knowledge that can be gained from students working in groups with peers
are so valuable. However, if group work isn’t used effectively it loses most of its value. Classes
of students that seem to lack the concentration, motivation, and direction to work with peers in
collaborative ways will continue to challenge teachers like myself. However, I have found that
this doesn’t have to mean giving up on the idea of group activities. I uncovered many techniques
in scholarly articles and in my own classroom that can enable educators to make the best of
group assignments in even the most difficult classes. The following are five main criterions that I
believe every teacher should consider while designing group assignments of any kind. Both the
successes and failures of group projects that I implemented helped to inform these criterion.

Criterion #1: Make collaboration essential, not just optional, during group tasks. The task should
not be something that could not be completed alone. Students have to truly depend upon their
group mates during the learning process for the group assignment to be successful. Teachers
don’t have to worry about one person doing all the work or not contributing at all if the
assignments simply cannot be done alone. It is very difficult to create a task that truly cannot be
completed alone. The key to accomplishing this is making sure the objective of the assignment is
for students to synthesize knowledge, rather than just demonstrate previously learned knowledge.
Previously learned knowledge can certainly come into play, but in the end new knowledge or a
new product of some kind should come out of the collaborative activity. For example, literature
circles are effective when students ask each other questions and uncover different possible
answers. Students gain new perspectives on a text and possibly fill in gaps of understanding
using their group members’ thoughts. Literature circles are not effective when groups just
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summarize the book’s plot. Summarization could easily be done alone in a book report.
Furthermore, making collaboration essential is highly motivating for the students. When they
can’t see the purpose of working with others they become frustrated by group assignments, but
when they recognize that they need each others thoughts and opinions to successfully meet the
objectives of an assignment they aren’t resentful of working in a group.

Criterion #2: Take advantage of your students’ chatty, social tendencies. Don’t allow yourself to
become frustrated when your students always want to talk to one another. Instead, use it to your
advantage. Try to wall off unproductive discussions and channel students social tendencies
productively. Design group assignments that encourage lots of discussion about creative ideas,
such as the Night Memorial assignment that worked so well with my most difficult of classes.
Challenge students to uncover meaning collectively and argue thoughtfully so they are able to
talk about topics of importance to your curriculum and their learning.

Criterion #3: Present assignments as invitations for true collaboration rather than orders to
perform teacher-centered tasks. The student should feel that their teacher genuinely wants them
to share their thoughts, opinions and skills within a group. The best way to do this is to give
groups real purposes and real freedom. Set a task before them that is relevant and challenging.
Allow them to make some of the big decisions about what to write about or present to the class.
When they are challenged and actively engaged they are less likely to look dull and uninterested
and more willing to be creative and utilize one another as useful resources.
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Criterion #4: Give students a stake in their success by allowing them to assess themselves and
other group members. As part of this assessment ask them to reflect upon their specific role in
the group and how the group worked together overall. These reflections with allow them to
recognize their strengths and weaknesses while working with others. They will hopefully provide
reinforcement in some areas and force students to recognize other areas that they should work on
in the future. Perhaps a student will discover he is a strong leader but needs to work on
compromising and considering other people’s points of view. This self-assessment and reflection
is not only valuable for the student, but also for the teacher. It allows the teacher to monitor their
student’s progression and grade them on group assignments more accurately.

Criterion #5: Teachers should construct a wide variety of group assignments throughout the year
in order to enable all students to encounter moments of success as a group member. Certain
group assignments will allow some students to shine while others take a back seat. For example,
drama assignments are great for outgoing students, but may cause shy students to feel insecure.
Literature circles, on the other hand, allow students who love reading an avenue to share their
passion. Students don’t have to be extremely outgoing to speak up in this setting, because the
group is smaller and the stakes are lower as far as public speaking is concerned. Each student has
to find his or her group niche. Some will find it as discussion leader in a literature circle while
others find it as the creative leader of a memorial pitch. There’s no way of knowing where a
student will shine until they come upon that assignment. Some of our greatest moments as
teachers will likely come when we get to witness a student stumbling upon an unexpected
strength as a group member. Students often don’t recognize areas of strength until they find them
in context and their peers acknowledge this accomplishment in some way. Since students are so
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cognizant of how their peers perceive them, receiving praise or constructive criticism from
members of a group can often be much more powerful than a teacher’s feedback.

Conclusion
I stated before that as a new teacher I quickly recognized the importance of focusing on
the collaborative and learning processes that students undergo while working on group projects,
rather than the final assignment that they present to me. What I didn’t know was how to focus on
process and allow my students to recognize the importance of the collaborative process. Getting
some of my low motivation students to complete a final product was hard enough. Through trial
and error, and a lot of research, I created the list of criterion above to help me focus my attention
on designing group projects for my students that teach them to communicate effectively with
others and synthesize knowledge collectively.
The many insights I have gained into collaborative group work have also led me to the
realization that my initial attempts at assigning group projects didn’t end how I wanted them to
because I never took the time to analyze my rationale for using group-work in the first place. I
jumped right into creating complicated projects and expecting my students to complete them the
way I pictured in my mind. I wasn’t presenting an invitation to learn. I was giving directions for
how to pass my assignments and learn what I said was most important. It was only after a few
failures that I sat back and asked myself why do I care if they work in groups anyway? Luckily,
the reasons I encountered reaffirmed my belief in making students collaborate in my classroom. I
believe that learning communication skills and sharing one’s voice is just as important as
remembering the characters from Julius Caesar or the archetypal role of Lucy in Tale of Two
Cities. I want my students to hear opposing arguments and learn how to counter them using well
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thought out arguments and rhetoric skills. I want them to learn from one another and consider the
option of altering their opinions when they hear an argument that they find more powerful than
their own. I want them to develop leadership skills and respect for their peers. All of these
lessons rely upon working collaboratively. English classes should provide opportunities for
students to acquire these skills more often than other classes. Calculus and Physics, for example,
require a large amount of lecture and textbook reading even in the most collaborative math and
science classes. There is also very little refuting of mathematical formulas that have been in
existence for hundreds of years, but there can always be refuting of an author’s intended purpose
in a text. There is rarely a right or wrong answer in English classes, which is why the final
product of a group assignment can only hold as much value as the group takes from it. If creating
the final product allows a group to bounce ideas off one another and learn from the strengths and
weaknesses of their peers, then it is a success, even if the final product isn’t the most visually
appealing in the class.
In the future, as I create lesson plans for collaborative assignments, I will remember to
make sure my assignments meet the above criterion. The group assignments I create will
necessitate collaboration, take advantage of student socializing, allow students a stake in their
own group successes, provide opportunities for every type of learner to shine, and present
invitations rather than demands to learn. If students encounter productive failure during my
assignments I will know that I have created a task that has challenged them, and I will encourage
them to problem solve as a group, even if it means I have to grade their final products differently.
I will undoubtedly come upon new questions regarding collaboration and have to further adjust
my expectations with each new class I teach, but if I keep these basic ideas in mind I believe I
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will continue to observe the many exciting successes that stem from collaborative group
assignments in the high school English classroom.
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Appendix A

Literature Circle Roles:
Discussion Director: Your role demands you identify the most important parts of the assigned
reading and develop questions your group will discuss. Don’t worry about small details: focus on
major themes or big ideas in the text and keep the discussion focused on them. What interests
you will most likely interest those in the group. Focus on creating questions with answers that
require explanation, rather than a yes or no answer.
Connector: Your job is to find connections between the book your group is reading and the world
outside. This means connecting the reading to your own life, to happenings at school or in the
community, to similar events at other times and places, to other places, to other people or
problems that you are reminded of. Think about making the text relevant to our modern
experience.
Literary Luminary: Your job is to locate a few special sections of text that you believe are worth
hearing and discussing. These passages should be memorable, interesting, puzzling, funny or
important. You decide which passages are worth hearing and then jot down why you chose it and
what you want to say about it to the group. Ask group members what they think of your passages
and have them explain.
Travel Tracer: When reading a novel it is important to keep track of where things are happening
and how the setting may have changed, especially when the book is about a foreign place. Even
if the scenery doesn’t change much during a certain section, it is still a very important part of the
story. Your job is to keep track of where the action takes place. Describe each setting in close
detail using either words or a picture map that you can show and discuss with your group. Be
sure to give page numbers
Character Watcher: Choose several characters from this week’s required reading and describe
their actions, thoughts, motivations, emotions, etc. Include information about each character’s
purpose/role, including how they are important to the story or themes in the text.
Vocabulary Enricher: your job is to find 4 or more especially important words in today’s reading.
Define the words and make sure to write down the sentence and page number where you found
the word to read aloud to the group.
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Appendix B

Questions to
Extend Discussion
• What’s you favorite part from the story so far?
• Based on what we’ve read so far, how do you think it’s going to end?
• Who is your favorite character? Why?
• Everyone rereads a page and finds a new passage or vocabulary word to
share/discuss.
• What do you think the author thought about or experienced in order to
write this story?
• How do you feel about the story now compared to when we first started
reading it?
• Look through the text for literary devices: simile, metaphor, irony,
symbolism, alliteration… After everyone finds one, discuss.
• What advice would you give each of the characters?
• If this story were made into a movie or television show, how would the
story need to be changed?
• If this story were made into a movie, how would you cast the
characters?
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Appendix C

51

Appendix D
Julius Caesar Prezi Character Webs Assignment
Learning Objectives:
1. Students will show understanding of the complex relationships between characters and
how these relationships connect to main themes from the text such as betrayal, ambition,
and friendship
2. Students will work together as a group in learning how to use the online Prezi
Presentations. They will problem solve and work towards a creative final product that
incorporates textual support and analysis.
Standards Addressed:
1.2.10.D Analyze inferences and draw conclusions, citing textual support, based on an
author’s explicit assumptions and beliefs about a subject
1.1.10.A Use media and technology resources for research and problem solving in content
learning
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Appendix F
Modernizing Shakespeare – Julius Caesar iMovies
Learning Objectives
1. Students will demonstrate understanding of the main themes in the play by writing a
modernized version that changes the characters, setting, time period, etc. but stays true to
the basic plot structure of the scene from Julius Caesar.
2. Students will collaborate with group members to write the script. Each group member
will participate and be accountable for the final product
3. Students will perform and film their rewritten scripts and use the iMovie program to edit
their film into a short movie.
4. Students will write a one page paper describing how they stayed true to the text while
making a more modern version. They will discuss comparison of themes, characters,
setting, and plot.
Standards Addressed:
1.1.10.D Demonstrate comprehension / understanding before reading, during reading, and after
reading on a variety of literary works through strategies such as comparing and contrasting text
elements, assessing validity of text based upon content, and evaluating author’s strategies.
1.3.10.C Analyze the use and effectiveness of literary elements (characterization, setting, plot,
theme, point of view, tone, mood, foreshadowing and style) used by authors in a variety
of genres.
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Appendix G
Miss French/Mrs. Thorsen
Engl0/Adv Engl
Night Unit

Holocaust Memorial Project
Instructions:
A new memorial for victims of the Holocaust has been proposed and your group is
assigned the task of submitting a design for it! Think about the different types of memorials
we discussed and viewed, and work as a group to create a memorial design. In a few weeks
you should be ready to “pitch” your idea to the rest of the class using a highly detailed and
well thought out visual. You can use a scale model, PowerPoint, trifold, etc. to “pitch” your
idea. When creating your memorial keep the following questions in mind.
1. Will your memorial be abstract, such as “the Wall” of the Vietnam Memorial in D.C.?
Will it be representational, perhaps involving realistic statues?
2. Will your monument be symbolic?
3. What text will be included in your memorial? Quotes from writers or survivors?
Names of victims? Original piece of writing such as a poem?
4. What will your memorial be made of? What dimensions will it have? Where will it be
located?
5. What parts of Elie’s memoir were most powerful for you? How can you harness the
power of his words into a physical memorial?
6. How will your memorial articulate the horrors of the Holocaust and encourage
visitors to think deeply about it?
7. Will your Memorial make reference to the ongoing problem of genocides happening
throughout the world?
We encourage you to be as creative as possible with this project! Along with your
presentation, your group will be responsible for a 2‐page paper describing the rationale
behind the choices you made in creating your memorial. After presenting and handing in
your paper you will individually complete a group reflection where you can comment on
how your group worked together and who made what contributions. Your grade on this
project will be composed of the paper, your presentation, your visual, and your group
participation (as decided by the teacher and your group members’ evaluations of your
contributions).
Paper‐ 10 points
Visual – 10 points
Presentation skills – 5 points
Group Reflection – 5 points
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Appendix H

Station #1: Igbo Names
Instructions: Spend some time reading about the importance of naming ceremonies and looking through
the Igbo names on the website. You can click on different letters at the bottom to look at names. We
recommend checking out some of the character’s names that you will be seeing in our next novel, Things
Fall Apart. These names include Okonkwo, Nwoye, Ezinma, Ikemfuna, Uchendu, Obierka, Ekwefi, and
Uchendu. Next, pick a name for yourself based on a definition that fits your personality. Use the folded
card in your brown paper bag to make a nametag. Decorate it with pictures that help other people to guess
what your name means.

Station #2: Masks
Instructions: Begin by choosing a group member to read aloud the paragraph below about the use of
masks by Igbo People. Then look through the examples of masks on the websites we have pulled up on
the laptop. Take the mask outlines from your brown paper bags and cut them out. Then use the arts and
crafts materials at your station to create a mask of your own using ideas from the websites.
The Igbo use thousands of masks, which incarnate unspecified spirits of the dead, forming a vast
community of souls. Masked dancers wore extremely elaborate costumes (sometimes ornamented
with mirrors) and often their feet and hands were covered. With their masks, the Igbo oppose
beauty to bestiality, the feminine to the masculine, black to white. The masks, of wood or fabric, are
employed in a variety of dramas: social satires, sacred rituals (for ancestors and invocation of the
gods), initiation, second burials, and public festivals, which now include Christmas and
Independence Day. Some masks appear at only one festival, but the majority appear at many or all.
Best known are those of the Northern Ibo mmo society, which represent the spirits of deceased
maidens and their mothers with masks symbolizing beauty. Among the Southern Ibo, the ekpe
society, introduced from the Cross River area, uses contrasting masks to represent the maiden
spirit and the elephant spirit, the latter representing ugliness and aggression and the former
representing beauty and peacefulness. A similar contrast is found in their okorosia masks, which
correspond to the mmo of the Northern Ibo. The Eastern Ibo are best known for masquerades
associated with the harvest festival, in which the forms of the masks are determined by tradition,
though the content of the play varies from year to year.
A great many other decorative wooden objects are made, including musical instruments, doors,
stools, mirror frames, trays for offering kola nuts to guests, dolls, and a variety of small figures
used in divination.
http://www.zyama.com/igbo/pics..htm

Station #3: Igbo Proverbs
Step 1: Read the following proverbs and explanations aloud with your group. A proverb is a popularly
known and often repeated saying in a society. Proverbs are based on common sense or practical
experiences.
E gbuo dike n'ogu uno, e ruo n'ogu agu e lote ya.
Translation: Kill a warrior during skirmishes at home, you will remember him when fighting
enemies.
Explanation: Don't destroy your leaders.
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Ugo chara acha adi(ghi) echu echu
Translation: A mature eagle feather will ever remain pure.
Explanation: One well trained will stand the test of time.
Nwaanyi muta ite ofe mmiri mmiri, di ya amuta ipi utara aka were suru ofe.
Translation: If a woman decides to make the soup watery, the husband will learn to dent the
foofoo before dipping it into the soup.
Explanation: One should learn to change tactics to suit a situation.
A ma ka mmiri si were baa n'opi ugboguru?
Translation: Who knows how water entered into the stalk of the pumpkin?
Explanation: Who can explain this puzzle?
Step 2: Read the translations of the next three proverbs and guess what they mean. There is room to write
your three explanations on the back of your nametag.
Aka a na-ana dike bu itube ya (abuba) ugo.
Translation: Appropriate handshake for the valiant is to cap him with an eagle (feather).
Explanation:
Ewu nwuru n'oba ji abughi agu gburu ya.
Lit: A goat that dies in a barn was not killed by hunger.
Explanation:
Eze mbe si na nsogbu bu nke ya, ya jiri kworo ya n'azu
Lit: The tortoise said that trouble is its own; that's why it carries trouble on its back:
Explanation:
Step 3: Use the remaining space on the back of your nametag to create a proverb of your own that is
relevant to our own society. Some common examples of English proverbs include: “All things come to
those who wait”, and “April showers bring May flowers”.

Station #4: Fashion
Instructions: As a group look at the first website on the list that describes the traditional clothing and
makeup used by the Igbo people of Nigeria. (These websites are already pulled up on the laptop at your
station) Next, look at the photos on the laminated paper of Igbo people dressed up in masquerade for
ceremonies. The second two websites describe the ceremonies where the Igbo wore these costumes as
well as the meaning behind the masquerades. Trace the outline of the paper doll onto a piece of blank
paper, and use the arts and crafts materials to decorate it in a traditional masquerade outfit. Finish by
cutting it out.

Station #5: Igbo Dance Ceremonies
Instructions: Dance was a very big part of ceremonies in Igbo villages such as Okonko’s village in Things
Fall Apart. With your group, watch the YouTube clips below of various Igbo dance ceremonies. (These
clips are already pulled up on the group laptop) Some of these clips show highly traditional dances where
the performers are dressed in full masquerade outfits. Other clips show more modern versions of Igbo
tribal dances. After watching the clips with your group try out some of the dance moves for yourself.
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Appendix K
Student perceived Benefits of Group Work
• “I think I work harder if I have a group depending on me
• “Having fun and hearing other people’s ideas”
• “everyone has different skills and when you combine them your project can excel in
all aspects”
• “Within a group you are allowed to collaborate your ideas in order to produce
something better than what you could have done alone”
• “More feedback from ideas”
• “I can be introduced to fresh points of view that benefit the project”
• “Better outcome that is less centralized around one point of view”
• “I like to be able to discuss it so we can get the best ideas and get rid of the bad ones”
• “In a presentation it makes it easier to stand in front of the class”
• “I think more people will contribute and more ideas make a better project”
• “can brainstorm the best ideas and correct each other”
• “Less stress and effort put on one person”
• “We respect each other”
• “different perspectives, ideas, opinions”
• “it’s easier to get things done and perfected and it brings peers together” – Rey
• “I like the environment and how you get more ideas”
• “I like hearing other people’s ideas and being able to work together”
• “If there is a presentation than working in groups is better”
• “the project may be better than planned”
• “it makes less work because everything can be distributed”
• “More heads, more ideas”
• “We can divide the work and the projects are enjoyable”
• “When the project is all about concepts, I like working in groups, because ideas get
passed around until they’re amazing”
• “less stressful”
• “get to use many ideas to make a really good project… you really can’t slack off so
you get a good grade”
• “You can hear everyone’s opinions and have more input and more people working
together”
• “Multiple ideas to use or manipulate”
• “More ideas and people deciding”
• “the project overall is well rounded since you have many ideas coming together to
make one project”
• “using each other as helpful resources. Making a project something you couldn’t do
by yourself”
Student Perceived Problems of Group Work
• “When I have an idea in mind I like to stick to that idea”
• “Things are a little less organized and it is sometimes hard to communicate with the
rest of your group”
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“When group members aren’t in class and they have a skill or idea that cannot be
used for that day”
“When group members expect that others will do their work for them”
“Some let their ideas overpower others”
“certain projects are hard to work with others on because ideas don’t collaborate
well”
“usually I like to work alone because I don’t have to depend on anyone else, or take
the chance of someone screwing up or not doing their work”
“have to worry about people rejecting my opinions”
“the amount of noise”
“some one could be absent for a few days, causing the other kids in the group to
work harder”
“Not getting along or making or making progress”
“Some people not working and still getting a good grade”
“Schedule/time”
“not being able to properly present my ideas”
“Getting off topic”
“Our group had different ideas of what they wanted the project to be”
“one person usually does the majority of the work”
“enjoy working alone on some projects where the majority of the project is writing”
“I think faster, work faster, complete higher quality work when I work alone”
“lets me organize the project easier when I work alone”
“Distractions”
“Hard to get started on projects, you are more likely to talk and not do work”
“Some good ideas might get overlooked, groups could be graded unfairly to one
member’s actions”
“Cooperation and Agreements are difficult”
“People get credit for your work if they did not contribute enough”
“coming up with ideas we all agree on… coming up with times to work outside of
school”
Work is not done evenly”
“finding something that everyone can agree on”
“If there is someone too demanding/bossy or the opposite and is too lazy”
“Some people could speak/contribute more than others”
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