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Background

Learning is best realized when students have an
opportunity to talk to one another about the topic at
hand and to directly apply the material in a
meaningful way. Active and collaborative learning
are regularly discussed in the literature, and few
debate their value in terms of impact on student
learning when done well (1, 2). Students
themselves note time and again, the value of
working in teams or in discussion groups.
Responses from students indicate that they learn
when they “reflect, dialogue, question, write,
summarize, and create their own knowledge” (3).

Nelson (4) argues that courses taught by the
traditional lecture are actually biased against those
students who come to our classes without strong
preparatory training. That is, for many students we
deny an educational experience by NOT requiring
them to discuss class material with one another. For
example, one study incorporating structured peer
group/team work resulted in a reduction of D or F
grades for African American students from 60% to
4%. Following the incorporation of teams, not only
were there fewer grades of D and F, but students
also had exam scores similar to all other students
(5). Angelo and Cross (6) discuss a case of a
calculus instructor who began to require students to
discuss their homework problem-solving strategies
with classmates. In addition to improved student
grades and an increase in his own enthusiasm for
the subject, the instructor reported passing every
single student for the first time in 30 years.

IDEA Item #5 correlates most strongly with IDEA
items #14 (involved students in hands-on projects
such as research, case studies, or real-life
activities), #16 (asked students to share ideas and
experiences with others whose backgrounds and

viewpoints differ from their own), and #18 (asked
students to help each other understand ideas or
concepts). As expected, this item correlates very
strongly with IDEA learning objective #25 (acquiring
skills in working with others).

Helpful Hints

There are many ways to incorporate discussion
groups or teams into the course, including think-
pair-share, team-learning, problem-based learning,
case-based learning, jigsaw method, simulations,
gaming, and service-learning (7, 8). These
techniques differ from one another, but all are
valuable in promoting good learning opportunities.
The primary consideration in choosing a specific
approach is the learning objective you are pursuing.
For example, the think-pair-share process is a very
effective technique for increasing communication
among students and for having students learn
concepts from one another. The jigsaw method
increases both cooperation and an appreciation for
the value of interdependence. Problem-based
learning requires students to work through real-life
applications and demonstrates that many problems
have multiple solutions. Service-learning shows
how specific content within a course may be applied
to directly benefit society. A benefit to all these
methods is the instilling of cooperation and loyalty
among team members.

The following hints provide a foundation for the
effective use of discussions or teamwork.

Present good scenarios or ask good questions. To
ask students to work together to discuss relatively
easy knowledge-based questions will typically result
in a simple division of labor without any meaningful
discussion. The issue or problem should challenge




the groups and demonstrate that there are no easy
answers within the area of study.

Be clear about what you expect to happen with the
discussion and structure the experience well (7, 8).
The question itself may be very ill-defined, but the
task should be understood by all before you begin.
Stay in the room to monitor progress and assist with
clarifying procedural points. You may leave if you
feel it is important for students to work through a
difficult problem without your assistance, but
typically it is better for you to be in the room.

Be willing to adjust if groups are going in good
directions even if it is in ways you did not expect.
That said, be ready to get groups back on task if
they stray from the essence of the task at hand.
Ask questions of the groups as they proceed, but be
careful NOT to be drawn into the discussion.

Make the groups accountable for their results. They
may hand in a summary of the problem or “report
out” to the entire class, depending on the size of
your class and the amount of time you have
available. You could certainly also have one or two
groups report out and all turn in a summary. The
point is they must document work on the issue. If
there is no accountability groups will rarely
complete the work.

With the increase in the use of course management
systems, such as WebCT and Blackboard, keep in
mind there are several methods by which an
instructor can set up on-line discussion groups and
team projects. Those have the added benefit of
allowing students to work together from their own
homes.

Assessment Issues

There are many ways to document the value of
using the team or discussion group approach. One
is to simply ask students to describe their learning.
A second is to compare the level of work completed
by individual students following discussion or
teamwork compared to previous semesters when
material was presented primarily by lecture. If you
have multiple sections of a course, you could also
teach one using the traditional lecture methods,
teach a second by some form of discussion, and
then compare outcomes. Finally, there are a
number of assessment methods such as the
memory matrix, muddiest point, concept maps, and
directed paraphrasing outlined by Angelo and Cross
(6) that would be appropriate to assess group
learning.

There is a growing body of research demonstrating
the value of teamwork and discussion groups in
class. Collecting evidence of the value of this

approach will allow you to fine-tune your teaching
strategies, demonstrate to your students that you
care about their learning, and document that what
you are doing in the classroom is leading to
meaningful student learning.
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