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Setting up and assessing
teamwork

here are several types of team in which students learn. Project teams are task-
I oriented: the main goal is the completion of the task. This Tutor Guide is

primarily about such task-oriented project teams. In contrast, learning teams
are process-oriented, and the focus is on mutual support and learning to learn rather
than on completing tasks. The students within learning teams may not even be on
the same course and they may have no common study tasks to undertake. Section
2.7 is concerned with a variety of forms of learning team. Peer tutoring teams
operate to help team members to tackle individual projects or tasks, and there is no
shared task. Examples of this type of team are described in Section 2.8. Finally,
problem-centred teams are used in the context of problem-based courses where a
problem rather than a project is the focus of attention. The problem is used as a
vehicle for individual learning rather than to produce a team product. Assessment,
as in peer tutoring teams and learning teams, is individual. Problem-centred teams
are described briefly in Section 2.9. The remainder of Section 2 and of this manual is
concerned with project teams.

2.1 Designing tasks for teams

Does the group task require cooperatidn? How big and
complex is the task?

Some group projects involve tasks which can simply be divided up and tackled
separately by students who do not need to cooperate with each other. If you believe
in the value of group work then the main tasks must require cooperation. Some
tasks, although large and complex, are extremely difficult to cooperate on, such as
extended essays. Some require both a large group, to cope with the size of the task,
and sophisticated teamwork skills, to deal with the organisational complexity, and
this will have implications for how much group experience students need and how
prominent process variables become.

Are different groups working on the same task?

When different student groups are working on different tasks (for example, sub-
components of a very large task, or parallel tasks on related topics) it can be hard to
make the tasks of equal size and difficulty so as to ensure reasonable fairness. It can
also be hard to ensure that all groups learn similar things. This may not matter if
there is no component to the assessment other than the product of group work. But
if there is a later exam or if the group work feeds in to later modules, then it makes a
great deal of difference what each group task consists of. While it may appear to the
lecturer that the whole syllabus has been covered, each group may have dealt with
only a small part of it, and this may leave different groups’ members in an awkward
position. If groups can negotiate the task then this can make it hard for the tutor to
calibrate the difficulty of different groups’ tasks and to ensure that all groups have
tasks which provide opportunities for all members to contribute, learn and gain
credit equally. As with all student-centred methods, each additional layer of student
centredness and flexibility brings with it additional potential problems.
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Does everyone in each group benefit or learn the same?

Even if each group tackles the same task, the individuals within groups may tackle
different sub-tasks. What is to stop individual group members from avoiding the
very content or skill they should be learning, such as using the computer, analysing
the statistics, writing up the report, or avoiding a group skill such as leadership? If
one student tackles sub-topic A and another tackles sub-topic B, will either be
disadvantaged in their learning or in subsequent assessments involving topics Aor
B? If group work is superimposed on a tight syllabus or fixed list of learning
outcomes it is important to devise group tasks and processes in a way which enables
each student to achieve every desired outcome and not just the one they choose to
tackle.

2.2 Forming teams

How big should the group be?

The larger the group, the more problems students will have cooperating and
coordinating their efforts, the easier it is for students to “hide”, and the harder it can
be to distinguish the contribution of individuals. Groups larger than six can lead to
many problems and few benefits other than a saving in marking time.

‘How are the groups formed?

If groups are allowed to form themselves there will be groups of friends together.
This will improve interaction and cooperation but may mitigate against rigour, self-
discipline or being able to tackle difficult group problems. It will also tend to
produce groups of good students and a rump of poor students no group wants as
members. This may open you up to accusations of unfairness. In work contexts
teams seldom select their own membership, and it may be more realistic to allocate
students randomly. This will be perceived as more fair and will distribute stronger
and weaker students more evenly. '

Allocating students on the basis of learning style, preferred group role or other
quasi-psychological grounds can be difficult, but it is not impossible. Cuthbert (1994)
reports using the popular Belbin “Group roles preference inventory” (see Belbin,
1981) to allocate management students to teams so as to produce groups with a
balanced mix of roles, and this produced more successful teams on a variety of
courses. Exercise 3 in the Learning in Teams: A Student Manual is concerned with such
roles and can be used as a basis for this kind of team selection.

You may have good grounds for “rigging”’ group membership to cope with
individual idiosyncrasies you know about, If there are a succession of assessed
group tasks it can be wise to change group membership from time to time so that
there is no perception of unfairly carrying the same weaker student or riding on the
ability of a strong student repeatedly, or simply having to continue to cope with an
unfortunate and incompatible mix.
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2.3 Assessing the products of teamwork

It is individuals who gain qualifications, not teams, anid some way has to be found
fo allocate marks fairly to individuals within teams. Simply assigning individuals
the same team mark can lead to poor students benefiting from the work of better
students (and, vice versa, good students being brought down by poor students).
Lazy or strategic students can opt out of their group without penalty. This can lead
lo justifiable resentment between students. If the group’s product is not assessed,
however, and individuals are appraised using only conventional methods such as an
unseen exam, there is no incentive to take teamwork seriously, and students opt out
in order to prepare for the exam. In addition the effect of individuals’ efforts being
averaged out within groups tends to produce a narrow overall range of marks, and,
as group products tend to be better than individual products, higher means. As a
consequence, without special additional assessment features the assessment of
proups is normally considered thoroughly unsatisfactory.

Limiting the emphasis of the gi‘oup mark

The problems outlined above may be considered tolerable provided that the group
mark does not represent too large a proportion of the total mark for an individual
for the course element being assessed — probably no more than 50 per cent of the
tota! marks available. In practice this often involves students contributing an
individual report for assessment as well as a written group report or oral group
presentation, or sitting an exam in addition to contributing to the group report.
soine projects also involve diaries or logs which give the tutor evidence of a
atudent’s work throughout the group project, which would not otherwise be open to
inspection, and such logs can be assessed or used to moderate individual marks, The
asldhtional assessment may have to be designed carefully if it is not to involve
excessive marking effort or to lead to students withdrawing their effort from the
group work.

Judging students’ relative contributions

£ }n some courses tutors feel they have enough information about the way individual
#udents have contributed to their group’s work to be able to moderate the group
srk to some extent for each individual. For example, if teams work in a lab the
tmtor may be able to observe students regularly, noting who is present, who is
Esuling and who is doing the work. The most common arrangement is for
sdividual students initially to be allocated the group’s mark, and then the tutor
snlerates this mark up to 10 per cent either way for above or below average
zusivtributions, based on observations and notes. However, it is difficult for tutors to
1 aceess to appropriate evidence. Observation of groups in action in class or

iinp, supervision sessions is difficult and time-consuming and may provide little
salid evidence concerning independent work outside class where most of the work
done; it is also highly subjective and open to personal bias. Diaries or logs may
i useful additional evidence. Vivas can be used effectively where the size of
“project justifies the time involved: it can be possible to judge an individual
Hent’s relative contribution to a group report with just a few well chosen

stions in a brief viva, '
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Dividing up the group task

For some projects it may be possible to allocate different sub-elements of the group
project to individuals and to apportion at least some of the marks to individuals for
the element for which they were personally responsible.

50% 50%
Individual mark for + Group mark for =  Total individual mark
project component entire project

It can sometimes be difficult to divide projects up into elements of equal size,
difficulty or ease of marking - for example, background research and creative
problem-solving is less visible than oral presentation or report-writing but may be
equally important. Also, once students are responsible for separate components they
may stop cooperating with one another in order to concentrate on their own piece of
work. Fair marks for individuals may be achieved at the expense of good group
work and a coherent project report.

These problems disappear if it is possible to use a series of tasks, for each of which
members of the team take a different role or undertake a different component of the
task. In this way there is rotation round the components, and by the end of the series
of tasks every student has taken responsibility for and experienced each component.
The organisational chart below illustrates this for projects 1 to 6, each contalmng six
components, involving team members A, B, C, D, Eand E

Prolect Component

1 Ltterature search and summary

| Des:gn of s_udy

Al o dat




If it was felt important that students should not work alone or if there were fewer
opportunities to run projects, then students could be teamed up within each project,
as in this second organisational chart:

1 Lierawreseachandsummary ~  ARB . C&D. E&F
. Anaiyslsofdata D&E F&A - BA0
5 ertlngofreport E&F A&B : C&D
6 Oral presentatlonofreport o F&A B&C D&E

This plan also ensures continuity between each successive stage of each project, in
that, in project 1, student B is involved in both stages 1 and 2, student C is involved
in both stages 2 and 3, and so on. In this example, A’s marks for project 1 could be
calculated as follows:

25% 25% 50%
Mark for project + Mark for project  + Overall project = Total individual
component 1 component 6 mark mark

Sharing the group grade

While the tutor may be in the best position to judge the quality of the product of the
group work, the group may be in the best position to judge the relative contributions
of its members. One way to use their knowledge is to allocate the group product a
mark, multiply it by the number of students in the group, and then allow the group
to decide for itself how this total should be divided between its members.

Example:
Tutor awards a mark of 60 per cent for a report produced by a team of five students.

The students therefore have 60 x 5 = 300 marks to distribute among themselves.

Any combination which adds up to 300 is acceptable, such as: 50 + 55 + 60 + 65 + 70.
Groups who have not thought about the implications of this in advance may
contribute very unevenly to the team task but then opt out of the difficult decisions
involved in allocating marks and agree to everyone getting the same mark. There
can be no accusation of unfairness in this event because the consequences are the
students” own responsibility, but this is still not desirable because the assessment
method did not successfully encourage even contributions within the team. It is
therefore important to consider how this process will operate at the outset and to
discuss with students how they will go about dividing up the marks at the end.
Students can be asked at the start of their work to list the criteria they will use to
divide the marks, and the mechanism they will use to implement these criteria, on a
sheet which accompanies a project proposal. It can be helpful, the first time students
experience such a process, to provide both criteria and a decision-making
mechanism, rather than hoping they will come up with something appropriate and
fair on their own. For example:

Setting up and assessing teamwork
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- Team Project Assessment Mechanism

Team project mark x Number of students in team = Total marks available
........... b G =

Consider three aspects of individuals’ contributions:
1 Quantity of contributions
Attendance at meetings
Number of tasks taken on
Size of tasks
Amount of time spent on tasks
2 Quality of contributions
Completed tasks, on time
Accurate, error free, little tidying required
Clear or confusing? '
Imaginative or predictable?
3 Contribution to team
Made suggestions, had good ideas
Active in meetings, enthusiastic -
Sorted problems, smoothed difficulties
Helped make decisions and keep 1o them

Stage 1
Have a brief open discussion in your team, considering what each
member in turn contributed. Try to be positive but rigorous.

Stage 2
On your own, decide for each member of the team, including yourself,
what mark each should get overall.
RULES
1 The total of the marks you give must be the same as the total given
above. :

2 There must be no more than 20% between the top and the bottom mark.
3 You are not permitted to give yourself the top mark. '

Stage 3 :
Average the marks of everyone in the team and write them in the spaces
bélow. : '

Check that they still add up to the total above. : ”

All sign to signify your agreement.

Name _ Mark o Signature )

" Total

Learnine in Teams A Tutor (Quide




Peer assessment of contributions

The use of clear criteria and rating scales can provide useful safeguards for the
process of differentiating between the contributions of individuals. As above, the
lutor allocates a mark for the group product, but the students assess one another’s
contributions to a list of elements of the project — for example, to background
research, data collection, design ideas or whatever. Students may not have the ability
to judge how good each team member is in absolute terms, but they are in a good
position to tell if they contributed above or below average.

Itis possible to weight different elements according to their importance, as in the
example below in which collecting and analysing data is considered more important
than other aspects of the project. In this example it would be possible for a student
who contributed well below average to every aspect of the project to receive a total
weighting of ~16 per cent. Placing smaller weightings on components would reduce
this possible range. The outcome of these peer moderations could also be used as
guidance to the tutor, to be taken into account or even acted on in normal
vircumstances, but need not be binding should the tutor know about victimisation or
unfair treatment within a team,

Explaining how everything works to the students at the outset will both make it
more likely to work at the end and have a positive impact on group behaviour. A
student who knows she will be peer assessed according to her relative contribution
to the group’s final presentation is unlikely to leave all the presentation to her
colleagues. In practice it is rare to find patterns of moderation as extreme as the one
in the example, and the impact of moderations is often minimal on final marks but
very productive in terms of team behaviour.

Setting up and assessing leanwork




14

Team Project Peer Moderation
Instructions

For each team member in turn, discuss and rate their refative contribution to the
completion of each component of the team project: did they contribute above or -
below average within the team? You can’t all have contributed above average, so
make sure your individual marks average the same as the team mark.

Student name

Ex_tént of individual contribution to each component .
“ well below  below ‘average above wellabove - -

Component of team prbje__c_t' average  average average -average
1 Literature review -2 0 +1 42

2 Design of study " | 2 B 0 M a2 o
3 -Co!iectioh of da.ta.--,:_..: .- 4 ——2 0 +2 +4. |
4 Analysisofdata 5 -8 0 +3 45

5 Writingofrepot =~ . 2. -1 0 +1 42

:6  Oral presentation of report -1 0 | O 0 +1

Tutor's mark for team project 62%
Sum of moderation marks. - - " 47
[ndividual mark o 69%

Signatures of team members: -

Learning in Teams: A Tutor Guide




Project exams

Alter a group project is over it is sometimes possible to set an exam question, under
conventional examination conditions, to test individual students’” knowledge and
tnderstanding of the work they undertook during the project. Such questions
should be designed so that they can be answered only if the student had been
thoroughly involved in the group’s work — indeed, any other type of question will
encourage students to bail out of their group in order to revise for the exam.

In the example below the students are told in advance about the type of question
and that it will be a smgle compulsory queshon The advance briefing is crucial here,

Advance Brlefmg for Protect Exam

In the exam you W|ll be set a ssngle compulsory questton based on the s:te -
development group. pl’O]eCt One ma;or varlable ‘or. aspect of the sﬂuation Wl|| be
: 'ould have affected your

changed and you wrll be asked 1o dtscuss howt
planning decasmns ' '

You should famllsanse yourselves thh al[ aspect' :of.the srte and your group s desrgn _
and planning decisions. You should brtng your group report and-: plans W|th you to the 4

exam, together. wnth any notes or other documents you wrll find helpful but

ramember you will have Ilttle tlme to consult these so do not bring too. much You wrll ;
not be allowed to consult W|th members of your team and wrll be assessed
individually. ' ' L

Exam Questlon

In the simulated sne development group protect you undertook there was an :
alternative site at the north end of the ngh Street: (marked “B™ on your plans) Had
this been purchased and developed as a shoppmg maII by a competlng property
davelopment company six months before your prOJect began what effect woulct thls :-’_

have had on your plannlng decrsrons'? S

Students” performance in this exam can be used in addition to a mark for the group
project, to moderate the group mark, or even instead of the group mark where
examination regulations require the use of 100 per cent examination assessment.

Hybrids

It is common to mix the above assessment methods in order to limit the possibility
ol unfairness or bias associated with any one system and to assess a wider range of
skills or competencies than any one method alone could achieve. For example,
students may obtain 30 per cent of their marks from the section of a final report for
which they were personally responsible, 30 per cent from a mark for the whole team
report, 15 per cent from a team presentation and 25 per cent from a short
individually taken project exam. Some schemes for assessing individuals within
tvams have become unnecessarily complex and, upon careful scrutiny, have been
tound to make very little difference to individual students” overall marks compared
with a simple team mark. The impact of such carefully developed hybrid schemes
may be more on students’ perceptions of fairness and on the way they behave
within teams than on their marks. The potential for beneficial side-effects of
assessment schemes should not be underestimated.
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2.4 Assessing the process of
teamwork

If teamwork has been introduced in part to develop teamwork skills then these
skills, and not just the products of teamwork, should be assessed. It is possible
completely to separate the assessment of content and process. Some courses leave all
the assessment of the product to the tutor but students then assess the way other
individuals have worked in the team. A course at Oxford Brookes University
develops students’ team skills to the point where key team members are deliberately
moved between teams at crucial points (a realistic simulation of the unpredictability
of working life} and then are assessed for how well they coped with the disruption.

Identifying skills

Teamwork does not involve a single skill, but many. This is one reason why it is
such an effective educational medium. Teamwork can involve:

* selecting team members with complementary skills and styles

* adapting complementary team roles |

*  behaving cooperatively: as a “team player”

»  chairing team meetings

* performing specific team functions (e.g., secretary, ideas person)
¢ time and task management |

* interpersonal influence

*  negoliation

¢ group facilitation

¢ crealive problem-solving (such as brainstorming)

*  use of a range of working methods (such as co-consulting).

Fach of these skills can be examined and broken up into component elements. For
example, chairing meetings involves a whole range of behaviours, illustrated in the
checklist for Exercise 22 in Learning in Teams: A Student Manual. Checklists such as
this can, in effect, form the criteria used in assessing the skills. It is important if you
intend to appraise teamwork that you and your students are clear which of the
above skills you are assessing.

Direct observation of team behaviour

You can sample the way teams operate, visiting teams for short periods and using
checklists to focus your observation. This may be relatively easy during laboratory
time or fieldwork but difficult or impossible when students are working in teams

- during non-timetabled hours in their own chosen workspace.

It can be difficult, though not impossible, for teams to hide weaknesses and “fake
good” while you are observing them. However, it is hard not to disrupt teams

Learning in Teams: A Tutor Guide
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simply by being there — being observed changes most people’s behaviour. There is
no guarantee that the skills you wish to observe will be displayed during your visit:
for example, they may be quietly getting on with individual tasks, may notbe at a
creative phase in their work, may not be experiencing interpersonal difficulties
which they need to resolve, and so on. It is possible to observe for an hour and see
virtually no revealing team behaviour which can be used for assessment. Any one
visit may represent a poor sample of the overall way a team works. They may
normally work harmoniously and productively and simply be having an off-day
when you come to observe them. Also a single visit gives a static impression of a
group at one point in their development rather than an overview of dynamic
development. As a result you may need to visit several times at several stages to get
a fair and revealing impression of their skills, and this can be enormously time-
consuming. |

Peer review

Teams can be in a good position to review their own behaviour: they are there all the
time and experience the consequences of lack of teamwork skills. Groups can assess
their own performance using the checklists in Learning in Teams: A Student Manual.
They should use the checklists individually and then compare their ratings and
discuss each point before agreeing on final ratings.

Global assessment

Assessing or giving feedback on individual component skills can be useful as a
learning process as it identifies specific behaviours rather than general descriptions,
but it involves a reductionist view of teamwork. Does effective teamwork

automatically follow from an accumulation of all the behaviours on the checklists, or

are there broader-scale issues which are more important? It may also be too detailed
and time-consuming to use to derive marks from. There probably shouldn’t be a
mechanical procedure for translating numerical ratings into grades, but a global
grade based on criteria of the following kind. '

Setting up and assessing temmwork
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Team has made appropriate and effective use of a wide range of team
All team members have completed agreed tasks to a high standard and

Team has identified and overcome teamwork problems effectively and
with insight. : :

Team has developed as a team, experimenting with and mastering a
range of new team processes.

Team has made use of a number of tearn skills and processes, most of
which were reasonably effective. '
Most tearn members have completed agreed tasks, to a goo'd standard

Some team problems diagnosed and addressed; a few problemé

Team has developed the team and tried a few new processes.

Some team skills and processes tried, some of which were -jeffective. -

Most members have completed most tasks, though not always well or
Some team problems identified and tackled, though not always

Some development as a team but plenty of scope for further

Team has encountered difficulties (su_ch as individuals not attendin, or
contributing, unresolved disagreements, getting well behind schedule)

which it has tended to avoid or has not yet overcome.
Major components of agreed teamwork are incom'plete. ) |

Little development of team or of team skills despite a few efforts to

Team no longer intact as a team.

=
Grade Criterion
A
skills and processes.
on time.
"B
and on time.
remain.
C
on time.
effectively.
improvement.
b
improve,
Team task not completed.

Learning in Teams: A Tutor Guide




Individual assessment

Individuals may contribute unevenly and possess very different levels of teamwork
skills but still receive the same team grade. The following kind of peer assessment
form can be employed to identify the extent to which each individual in a team
possesses team skills and contributes to the effective functioning of the team. This

can be used to moderate individual marks around the team mark for the product of
the team project.

Peer Assessment of Team Skllls
Instructions

For each team member in turn discuss and rate thelr relanve conmbutron to the
effective functioning of the team: did they contrabute above or below average Wlihln
the team? You can’t al! have contrlbuted above average 'S0 make sure your
individual marks average the same as the team. mark '

Student name e e e D i i

Extent of individual contrlbutlon to each component o

well below below average . above well above

Aspect of team functionin_g__ - average average ' __average average
1 Forming good team oohesion ' o o +1 2
2 Leadership, managing rhe_etings B i -‘-17.' o i B

3 Planning and allocat'ing.taeks -2 4 E S0 R ] 42

4 Generating ideas and solutions -2 ~ 0 +1 g :4;2

5  Tackling team social problems 2 -1 0 | M +2

6  Organising individuala_to do jobs -2 =t 0 +H 42

7 Helpibg team members to finish jobs —2 = 0 4 2
8  Willingly taking on unpopular jobs - 2 -1 Q +1 2

Tutor's mark for team project report 58%
Sum of moderation marks -2
individual mark 56%

Signatures of team members:

Setting up and assessing temmwork
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Teamwork logs: assessing refiection on and awareness of
team skills

What may be more important to the development of teamwork skills is not so much
observable behaviour as students’ ability to recognise team problems when they see
them, diagnose them, act to do something about them, and check whether the new
way of operating is working. It may be this active effort to try to improve which has
more impact than the use of any specific technique or behaviour. This is a more
dynamic and forward-looking view of teamwork.

Though this kind of behaviour is very hard to observe, it is possible for students to
document. Students can be asked to keep a “Teamwork Log” in which they
regularly write reflective notes on the way the team is operating. This log can then
be used as the main resource for a final report.

A teamwork report can involve students answering the following questions.
1 What steps have you takeﬁ to organise your tearnwork?
2 What steps have you taken to monitor the effectiveness of your team?
3 What steps have you taken to improve the effectiveness of your team?

4 What problems have you encountered in working as a team and how did
you tackle them?

5 If you were able to embark on a second, similar task as a team, what would
be different about the way you go about working, and why?

These questions could be used as the basis of criteria and marks as in the form
overleaf.

Learning in Teams: A Tutor Guide




Asséssment.of Teamw°rkﬂeports —

. Grades: A= -Outstanding

B.= _Ve'ry'good .
C= Good
D= lelted but adequate

F= lelted but lnadequate or missing

Criterion P _ . Grade

1 The rahge and appropriateness of A B C D F o |
organisational steps and strategles * ' '
adopted

2 The range and usefulness of methods - = A B--C "D F
used to monitor effectiveness, and the - oo N )
quality of evidence obtained = - - R N A

3 The range and effectiveness of steps A - B._ C D F
t taken to improve team performance S ,

; 4 The perceptiveness with which team ' A B ' C. D F
§ problems were identified/diagnosed ' '

5 The range, apprOpriatenes's'and - A B C D F
effectiveness of steps taken to.. ' SRR
overcome: problems :

6 The quahty of review and action - ‘A B G ‘D F o
planning forasecond team task " e

2]
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You may well need to train students to be more aware of what goes on in teams, and
Learning in Teams: A Student Manual is designed to do exactly that.

For formal assessment purposes you can:

* ask teams to submit a team process report on completion of their work
* require such a report as one section of a team project report

* require individuals to submit their own individual team process reports

* hold short vivas with either whole teams or each member of a team, asking
questions about their operation as a team

* use an exam question of the form: “Give an account of the way your team strove
to operate effectively. What general issues emerged about the operation of teams?
What steps might you personally take to address these issues next time you work
in a team?” You can even warn students in advance that they will get such an
exam question -~ the only way they can “revise” for it is to reflect on the operation
of their team and find out more about explanations and alternatives!

2.5 Reporting the outcomes of
teamwork

The most common forms of outcome of teamwork are written reports, presentations,
posters and exhibitions, vivas, exams, and portfolios or log books. Each have their
advantages and disadvantages.

Written reports

Written reports are the most common mode of outcome. Their form is usually
familiar to both students and tutors, and the reliability of marking, although poor, is
usually considered acceptable. It is possible to arrange for individuals to have
distinct responsibility for components of written reports and external examiners can
read them at their leisure. As teams can undertake larger and m%omplex projects
than individuals, team reports can easily grow to colossal proportions unless strict
size limits are applied. As much teamwork simulates work practices and reports
outside higher education are usually much briefer than academic reports this should
not pose too much of a problem, though students may find reducing all their
individual work to a succinct team report challenging.

Presentations

Team presentations are common, and they can succeed in developing presentation
skills and provide a public forum which usually motivates students and affords a
very real deadline for completion. Coherent team presentations with every team
member actively involved are unusual - it is more common to see the team member
with the best presentation skills dominate or for the whole to be less than the sum of
the parts. Reliable assessment is difficult, and without careful use of ratings against
specified criteria it is easy for marks to be excessively influenced by slickness of
presentation rather than conceptual sophistication, especially if peer assessment is
involved. External examiners cannot see much of this outcome without time-
consuming use of video to provide indications of overall standards. It is very

Learning in Teams: A Tutor Guide
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difficult to allocate marks differentially to individuals after a team presentation. If
the project has been very substantial the team will have a great deal to report, and
this leads to either tediously long or rushed and superficial presentations, If there
are many teams the sequence of presentations can drag on a bit and an audience can
be difficult to rustle up without using assessment penalties for leverage. Overall,
presentations may be best used as interesting add-ons for making outcomes public
and building in demands for additional skills rather than as providing a suitable
basis for substantial contributions to marks. Some projects use them to moderate
marks for written reports rather than as sources of marks in their own right.

Posters and exhibitions :

PPosters can provide a quick and illuminating vehicle for communicating the
outcome of project work and are patticularly good for quick sharing between teams.
Students are usually unfamiliar with the use of posters or have poor poster
presentation skills, so anyone with proficient graphic skills can obtain good marks
relatively easily because the overall standard is low. It is difficult for eight students
penuinely to cooperate on the production of a single Al-sized poster, and this is
usually obvious in the end-product. Exactly what a “degree standard” poster should
look like is unclear, whereas the appropriate standard for written work is relatively
well understood and widely shared, Posters may therefore be best used for the
reporting of short projects allocated relatively few marks, or as adjuncts to other
more reliable methods, rather than as the only assessment device for a course.

fixhibitions are widely used for assessing individual work in creative areas such as
architecture, and standards and presentation skills are better developed there.
lxhibitions can also be suitable for design work in engineering and other forms of
project work with visual elements. However, there are still problems associated with
distinguishing the contribution of individuals to joint exhibitions. At the minimum
there should be an associated viva {or “crit”) associated with the exhibition to
explore issues it raises and to distinguish between individuals.

Vivas

Vivas can be very useful to get behind the surface of neatly presented reports to the
reality of team members’ understanding and involvement. Either individual or team
vivas need not be very long to provide valuable information, as they can be applied
flexibly to probe areas of uncertainty. However, to provide the basis of reliable
marks they need to be reasonably long and undertaken to a standard format. They
are therefore best used to moderate individual marks from a team average or to
moderate a team mark from that derived from a written report. External examiners
cannot easily see the contents of a viva and are unlikely to want to be directly
involved. Vivas are unlikely to be suitable in any circumstances without the back up
of a report or other written evidence. Because they involve a fair investment in time
they are best reserved for very substantial projects where the assessment weighting
justifies the additional attention to reliability and individual marks.

Exams

Project exams can be a very effective way of distinguishing between individual
students within teams provided that they ask the type of question which can only be
answered on the basis of involvement in the team task and do not encourage bailing
out of the team in order to revise. They can use relatively short questions which are
much quicker to mark than extended reports. Students should be allowed to take
their project report into their exam with them to avoid the absurdity of having to
memorise its contents and in order to allow more advanced questions. If set as the
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only form of assessment project exams wreck team-work, and they should be used
only in conjunction with assessment of a team report or other team product.

Portfolios or log books

Portfolios are collections of intermediate products as a project progresses, such as
sketches, draft plans and outlines, and logs are detailed records of work undertaken,
often including reflection and informal notes. They both offer great potential as
assessment devices because they bring learning and assessment so close together
and can be so revealing about the quality of teamwork. They can also be used to
distinguish individuals within teams if each member keeps a log. Team logs are
difficult to produce, though team portfolios containing draft designs and so on can
be useful. The problems lie with reliability of assessment and the difficulty of
defining what kind of material should be included. As soon as a log is assessed it
becomes an invitation to “fake good” rather than a genuine vehicle for reflection,
and there are inevitable confusions of function and disagreements about whether
students should include, for example, failed designs or incorrect analyses. It takes
very careful specification of assessment criteria and serious attention to developing
students’ ability to use logs appropriately before they can be relied on as the sole
source of marks. They are often best used as additional sources of information to
moderate team marks based on a more conventional product such as a report or to
moderate individual marks above or below team marks based on a report.

2.6 Other design issues

What are the aims of the group work?

Is the quality of the product of group work most important, or does the process
matter as well? And if the process is important, is it project work skills or group
work skills which are most important? Assessment of group project work often runs
into difficulties because it concentrates on aspects which were not of central
importance to either the tutor or the students. The aims should be made explicit, and
prioritised, before the assessment methods are designed and criteria agreed.

What fail-safe mechanisms are there?

Groups may collapse due to intractable personality clashes or illness of key
members. Projects, especially those devised by students themselves, may turn out to
be unmanageable in the time. Individuals may, for whatever reason, entirely fail to
come up with the goods for their key part of an interlocking whole. Should everyone
in the group suffer lower marks or even fail because of this? You may need ground
rules to fall back on, just as there are rules in the eventuality of individual illness
during final exams. With group work, however, the implications may be more far-
reaching. Most lecturers experience fewer disasters than they originally anticipate,
but it is reassuring for students to know what the fail-safe position is and this may
reduce resistance. Some tutors allow themselves to intervene quite subjectively if
they feel that an individual or group has been unfairly disadvantaged, and students
may find this encouraging or alarming depending on their trust in the tutor.

Do students understand the assessment from the start?

The way the assessment of groups works affects student behaviour right from the
start - in choice of groups, in the degree of cooperation, competition and
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nzibility, and so on. Having a well worked out system for dividing marks fairly
.+t have the desired effect if it is not introduced until after groups have

stiedd Lheir work. It is vital that students understand right from the outset

« how marks will be allocated. This might involve their being involved in

iy, or even negotiating criteria, or hearing accounts from past students of how

159

ihere do students get the skills from to work in groups?

fents who have never worked in groups before can struggle badly and fail to
«tsce anything worth while. T am not talking here about awareness of group
arnics or sophisticated group facilitation skills but the practical basics of getting -
rnip task completed to a deadline: appointing a note-taker to record decisions or
siting a lime for the next meeting. Students need to learn to undertake smal] tasks

sl groups before tackling extended tasks in groups bigger than four, and they
e practical advice and opportunities to reflect on group experiences.

fusliints deserve a trial run at unassessed group work before being appraised in a

w which contributes towards their degree, and may need trial runs at any peer
~ment process involved as well. Even if the development of group skills is not a
wity a modest investment in developing such skills will improve student
<elormance and make assessment of the products of group work fairer and more

{ow is an appropriate distribution of marks achieved?

woups tend to produce better work than individuals, and so group work tends to
g#esluce higher average marks than individual work. Also the effect of putting
wsed students together in groups is to make groups less varied than individuals -
nlicing a narrower spread of marks between groups than between individuals.
e common outcome is a high mean and a low standard deviation with no fails. If
#hin 1~ unacceptable then steps need to be taken to manipulate grading in some way.

Starkers can adjust their standards subjectively over time (just as coursework
sarking needs to use different standards from exam marking to avoid much higher
sarks in the former than the latter). Rating scales linked to criteria can be used
whuch shift the mid-point in the scale downwards to change the relationship
tetween judgements and marks. Any of the methods described above to allocate
marks to individuals will have the effect of increasing variation between students,
and some (such as the use of project exams) will also reduce averages.

Are there intermediate deadlines?

A+ with extended project work, extended group work can benefit from intermediate
Jeadlines and intermediate assessment — of plans, progress reports or drafts of final
wporls — as a way of guiding progress and keeping groups on track. An opportunity
1or soview the operation of the group and compare it with others is also valuable
betore things go too wrong or in time to make productive changes to working

jrractices.

Are students involved in assessment?

It is very common when group work is evaluated to involve students in peer

sessment of other groups” work or within groups of other students” contributions.
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This is not necessary, however, and should not be introduced without a specific
purpose. It is sensible to separate assessment of the quality of products (which the
tutor may be in the best position to judge) from assessment of process (which
students may be in the best position to judge).

2.7 Learning teams

There are considerable advantages in turning any group that meets regularly for
discussion into a supportive learning team. If the students in the group know one
another they are more likely to feel comfortable about contributing to class
discussions, to discuss work outside class hours and to share scarce resources.
Within courses where students spend little time in the institution, especially when
what little time they do spend is in the classroom, establishing learning support
teams can be particularly valuable. All that may be required is to give the students a
chance to get to know one another, a way of getting in touch with one another, some
ideas about how they can help one another and the reassurance that this is a
recognised and valuable thing to do.

Tutorial groups as learning teams

The most obvious framework for establishing supportive learning teams is within
tutorial or seminar groups. When a tutorial or seminar group meets for the first time
it can be helpful to include the following components.

* Introduce group members to one another and to you. You might ask students to
interview each other in pairs for five minutes to obtain a biography, including
what each individual is hoping to get out of the course. Then ask the members of
each pair to report the other person’s biography to the whole group. Students can
wear name labels for the first one or two meetings until they get to know one
another.

* Discuss with the students “ground rules” for the seminar or tutorial sessions and
make sure these are known and accepted by everyone, For example:

- prereading must be completed by all students attending the tutorial and there
will be a quick check what everyone has read at the beginning of each meeting

— seminar presentations must be supported by overheads or hand outs and not
just read out from a paper

— everyone will be punctual and not arrive late or leave early in a way which
will disrupt the learning of the group

— sexist and racist language and attitudes will not be tolerated; criticiam should
be constructive.

* Pass a list around the group and invite all students to add their names and phone
numbers. Have the list copied and distribute it to the participating members,

* Encourage the group to arrange at least one social meeting outside normal hours
and outside the university.

At the group’s second meeting use a team-building exercise. Reinforce team-
building for ten minutes at each group meeting. A short activity can be undertaken
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which is designed to get different clusters of students talking to one another about
course content. Ground rules for the group can be reviewed from time to time and
the list of tutorial group members updated. An account of a one-day induction event
for setting up such learning teams for an Halian course can be found in Gibbs
(1992b).

Learning teams within large groups

Where there are no or infrequent tutorial groups, where the smallest size of class
meeting is too large for close social grouping (i.e., 16 and above) or where students
on a modular course have no stable peer group because everyone is taking a
different combination of options, it may be more appropriate to create special
learning teams which do not meet in class time at all. This may be especially useful
for part-time students, who may come into the university only once a week for
lectures. A training day held during the induction period can be used very
effectively to build learning teams. Students may be organised by the lecturer taking
the course into teams on the basis of geography, similar employment or whatever
shared characteristics seem appropriate. Once again the students need to be
introduced to one another, get to know one another, do team-building exercises,
agree on ground rules for the groups and settle on a mechanism for keeping in
touch. Once the framework exists the students will work together, change groups o,
in a few cases, decide not to participate, but if no framework is offered only the most
confident students will create one for themselves, Within a large group teams of
from five to eight work best. If the teams are any larger, organisation is too
unwieldy. If they are any smaller, there is the risk that drop-outs will destroy the
yroup.

On a part-time business studies degree programme of 90 first-year students at the
University of Central England, learning teams (or “study networks”, as they called
them) were established as the first activity on a course which otherwise provided
little opportunity for student interaction. They helped students’ motivation and
commitment to their learning and the course and developed and enriched academic
performance. Students shared books, read one another’s essays, helped with copies
of lecture notes when one of the team was ill, and so on. They met largely outside
the university and outside of normal hours. One year after they were set up, 92 per
cent of the students involved were still members of a study group and 94 per cent
thought that study networks should be encouraged on the course (Hartley and
Bahra, 1992).

Learning teams for mature students

Mature students often feel isolated and lack confidence at the beginning of a
university course. They may need to rush home or to work as soon as lectures are
over and may feel awkward among groups who all have recent school experience
and a common youth culture; they doubt the value of their life and work experience
in & new and intimidating environment. They can benefit greatly from learning
teams set up specifically for them in a particular course or discipline. These can be
sstablished in much the same way as described above except that, where the
shidents would not normally spend any time together as a group, they need a
mechanism for getting together and getting to know one another so that team-
building, organisation for maintaining contact and guide-lines for ways of helping
one another can be developed. This can be initiated by arranging a meeting of
ierested students at a time when there are no lectures, or as a follow-up to
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induction workshops. Most mature students are very keen to be involved in
anything that is likely to offer academic and social support at the beginning of the
year, and if groups can be established early, with provision for including those who
would have difficulty making contacts on their own, they are likely to survive the
pressure of work, which increases as the year goes on.

A member of academic staff, student services staff or student organisations can
advertise and convene a preliminary meeting within the first two weeks of the start
of the academic year. At this meeting students can be introduced to one another and
the idea of learning teams can be discussed. Names and addresses of those
interested in joining in can be taken down and a follow-up training session arranged
for the same time the next week. Students can also be given handouts on workmg in
teams and team-building exercises.

At their second meeting the students can choose their own groups on the basis of
shared interests, geography, timetable or concerns about their work, do team-
building exercises, record the names, addresses and phone numbers of other
members of their team and arrange a regular meeting place. The person organising
the teams may be able to help find this on campus or, if the groups are arranged
geographically, the students may arrange a place of their own,

The organiser should keep a record of group membership, and which groups are
meeting where, so that other students can be added to the groups if they wish and
the organiser can act as a link in emergencies and trouble-shoot if necessary.

2.8 Peer tutoring teams

Peer tutoring teams fall half way between learning teams and project teams. Usually
the students are involved in individual project work or work experience, but peer
tutoring teams are set up to support their individual work. This involves a different
kind of cooperation than in team project work where a task is shared. The following
examples, drawn from Bochner et al. (1995), illustrate a range of applications of peer
tutoring teams.

At Falmouth College of Art and Design, graphic information design students who
undertake individual project work and who are traditionally supervised
individually, are formed into teams. These teams are trained to use criteria to
critique one another’s work and pravide a supportive context for reporting on
progress, getting reactions to early design ideas, and so on. This encourages less
isolated work and, on account of the establishment of close relationships within the
teams, a less threatening end-point when students’ design work is reviewed at the
final public “crit”.

A large and fast growing BA in business studies at Anglia Polytechnic University
employs two peer support mechanisms to cope with the burden of dissertation
supervision. First, third-year students who have just finished their dissertations are
used to brief second-year students who are about to start planning theirs. Second,
students tackling related topics are put together in dissertation support teams so that
they can discuss their work with others who will understand and be interested in
what they are doing.

At Auckland University postgraduate students undertaking Masters degrees by
research are supported in forming self-help teams in which they discuss their
progress and problems. Many of these groups mix students from different subject




areas where all they have in common is that they are undertaking extended
independent research, but this is still invaluable.

(On a business and finance HND course at Anglia Polytechnic University, instead of
work placement tutors spending a great deal of time with each individual student,
the students are recalled periodically to special one-day team sessions where they
share their work experiences. Sharing and reflecting on work experiences and
problems with peers enables the members of a large group to gain some familiarity
with a variety of situations and experiences in the field, so expanding their
repertoire and awareness. Students act as consultants to one another in these team
meetings.

2.9 Problem-centred teams

Problem-based learning usually involves students working cooperatively in teams,
though they are problem-centred rather than task-centred and are not usually
assessed as a team. Problem-based learning in medicine at McMaster University, for
example, involves students meeting in problem classes of eight students with a tutor
for three hours a week, and the eight cooperate in their learning between these
tutored meetings. Students undertake all their studying in such problem-centred
teams. All formal assessment is, however, individual. As a more modest example, at
a Midlands university, mathematics students meet in autonomous mathematics
problem teams once a week. The structure to the meetings is provided by the
requirement to submit “minutes” of the sessions, which are handled like committee
meetings. The students appoint a chair and a secretary who takes the minutes; these
roles rotate at each meeting. An agenda is drawn up consisting of the problems and
topics the members of the team want to work on at the meeting, and they then run
through the agenda helping one another out. These are not learning tearms, in that
they do not meet or interact for support purposes outside of these formal sessions.
And they are not project teams, because their assignments are still undertaken
individually and they do not cooperate on major tasks together. But they do provide
support for each other in these weekly seminar team meetings.

Problem-based learning often involves special processes unique to the type of course
design and problem involved, and this specialist type of learning will not be
considered further here.
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