Group work improves pupils’ performance and behaviour 

Pupils make more progress and behave better if their teachers get them to work in groups, research has revealed.

The finding has emerged from an evaluation of a new approach to group work adopted by schools in the South of England that is already attracting international attention. 
In junior schools, where the strategy has been primarily tested in science lessons, the learning gains are equivalent to an average pupil moving into the top third of the class.  Infant teachers have seen improvements in reading and mathematics while secondary schools have found that children’s higher-level conceptual understanding has improved.

Pupils have also become more focused on their work and the amount of thoughtful discussion between children has more than doubled in many classes.
The new approach to group work, which has caught the eye of school administrators as far afield as Hong Kong and Trinidad and Tobago, was developed and tested by teachers and researchers in London, Brighton and Cambridge. Their evaluation study involved 162 classes and more than 4,250 pupils aged 5 to 14.

Professor Peter Blatchford, director of the London Spring project, said the year-long evaluation had demonstrated that group work deserved a much more central role in schools. “Previous research has indicated the potential of group work to improve learning and behaviour,” he said. “Until now, however, this potential has not been realised in most UK schools. Pupils often sit in groups, but they only occasionally interact and work as groups. Teachers have tended to rely heavily on whole-class teaching and individual work.”

Professor Blatchford, of the Institute of Education, University of London, said the Spring classroom activities have helped pupils to become more independent and to communicate more effectively through listening, explaining and sharing ideas. Children have also been encouraged to trust and respect each other and plan, organise and evaluate their group work.

The Spring teachers have received guidance on how to arrange their classrooms and place children in groups. In the early stages of introducing group work, twos and threes should be used most, the researchers say. This eases pupils gently into group working. Once skills and confidence have developed the size of groups can be increased.  
Teachers have also been advised to become “guides on the side” rather than teach children directly. Many teachers have found it hard not to intervene but, according to London teacher Jodie Corbett, the effort is worthwhile. “At first we watched and supported groups of children as they argued, shouted, sulked, cried or even stormed off,” she said. “We were very tempted to intervene, but the researchers said it was important that the children worked through these difficulties.

“After a while we realised the noise we could hear was actually productive noise. They weren’t arguing or talking about last night’s EastEnders, they were actively engaged with their work. They can now work together for sustained periods and solve problems together.”
The Spring project is part of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme, the UK’s biggest-ever education research programme. It is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.
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Further information about Spring is available from Professor Peter Blatchford p.blatchford@ioe.ac.uk  tel. +44 (0) 207 612 6268 or Dr Ed Baines e.baines@ioe.ac.uk tel. +44 (0) 207 612 6294, Psychology and Human Development, Institute of Education, University of London, 20 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AL. Professor Peter Kutnick, of Brighton University, and Professor Maurice Galton, of Cambridge University, were co-directors of the project.
A newsletter for teachers about the Spring project is available at www.spring-project.org.uk  Spring stands for Social Pedagogic Research into Group work. 
