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Although many instructors use group work in their classrooms, there are times when we may want to reevaluate and refresh our techniques to keep students engaged and active. Below are some tips for more effective group work. 

Before beginning group work, whether it was a short in-class activity or a longer, more involved group project, it is important to establish guidelines:

1. Explain to students why they will be participating in group work. Explain the learning objective(s) attached to the group work. 
2. Provide a rubric for group work. 

3. Instructor assigns roles of specific group members (i.e., a leader, a note taker, a researcher, a document designer, etc.) or have the students choose for themselves. 

4. After the activity or project is complete, ask students to reflect on group work experience either privately via email to the instructor or in an in-class free write.

Two potential in-class group work activities (each takes about one hour):

Send a Problem 

Adapted from Barkley, Elizabeth F., Student Engagement Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty. SF: Jossey-Bass, 2010

Purpose: To help students develop critical thinking skills to solve specific problems and then allow them to practice evaluating and discriminating among multiple solutions.

Directions: 
1. Determine the number of problems or questions you would like to distribute to each group.  If you have a large class (more than 40), you will need numerous problems or questions. 
2. Come up with particular problems or questions that will demonstrate a lesson objective. Then assign students to groups or let students chose their own groups. The number of students in each group ought to depend upon the nature of the problem to be solved and the size of the class. Average group sizes tend to be 4-6. 
3. Next, distribute the problems to each group by attaching a piece of paper or note card with the problem or question paper clipped to the outside of a manila envelope (or a file folder). The students will be writing their solutions or answers on paper. This paper will be inserted in the envelope.

4. Explain to the students that they will be getting a problem to solve or question to answer that they must respond to within a time limit. You may determine the length of time depending on how long your class is – 5-10 minutes for 75 min classes or 10-15 for 3-hour classes. After they have discussed the problem/question, written down their response and placed that response in the envelope, they will need to pass the envelope to the next group in a clockwise manner. 

5. Tell the group who received the envelope that they may not look into the envelope to see what the previous group wrote (not yet, anyway).

6. Each problem will be different and the student will need to discuss each problem, generate possible solutions, choose the best solution, record it, and insert it as suggested above. The students are basically repeating the same process with different envelopes and problems.
7. Allow the students to repeat the process as many times as you see fit. Perhaps 3 passes may be suitable for your class size and time frame.

8. Students in the final group review and evaluate the responses to the problems (they finally get to review everything the previous groups have written. This final group will also add any additional information they wish. 

9. The activity concludes as teams report on the responses contained in the envelope. As groups report out, add any points that groups missed or ask them why believed those were viable options. Feel free to call on groups who wrote the solutions and ask for their reasoning. 
Stations
Adapted from Barkley, Elizabeth F., Student Engagement Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty. SF: Josey-Bass, 2010

Purpose: To provide an alternative to traditional lecture by asking students to engage with learning materials in the room which ask them to examine, question, exchange ideas, respond to prompts and formulate independent thoughts and commentary.
Directions:
1. Select a topic and learning objective – one that is particularly suitable for “display” is best. This means selecting pictures, advertisements, images, documents, cartoons, specimens, and/or objects -- anything that may enable students to gain a deeper understanding of the material. You will place these objects or images in different areas of the room. You may have to move desks and chairs around, but if this is not possible (if you have an amphitheater type room or one with long desks), you could just place objects or images in front of the students and ask them to move around. 

2. Plan exhibit logistics: number of stations, locations, items at each one, how students will move among stations (clockwise or counterclockwise), how long will be spent at each one, what students should notice about each object or questions they need to answer (this can be specific to each station; you could also create a worksheet they can fill out as they visit each station).  

a. While it is possible to make chronological stations, it is less practical as students cannot all begin at the same station. 

3. Use class size, number of stations, exhibit layout, and complexity of interaction to decide on the size of the groups that will move through the exhibit together and whether multiple groups can visit a station at the same time. If you have 60 students, perhaps you may have 10 stations, and 2 groups of 3 students can visit the station at the same time.

4. Give the students a time limit for how long they can stay at the station. Signal the end of the time limit with a buzzer or simply ask them to move to another station.

5. After all students have visited the stations, come together as a class and discuss the stations and what the students observed.
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