
For what purpose do language 

teachers use group work in 

their lessons? 
A study of group work in the teaching of English, and modern 

languages, in a Swedish school. 

Amanda Krogstad Jansson 

  

Department of pedagogy and didactics 

Degree 15 HE credits 

Didactics 

Teacher program (270 credits) 

Spring term 2011 

Supervisor: Petros Gougoulakis 

 



1 

 

For what purpose do language 

teachers use group work in 

their lessons? 
A study of group work in the teaching of English, and modern languages, 

in a Swedish school. 
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Abstract 

The overall aim of this study is to investigate how and why teachers in the subjects of English and 

Modern Languages use group work in their lessons. This has been done with the help of a survey and 

interviews. The results indicate that all teachers in the study use at least some group work. Group work 

is often used to help the students practise their verbal skills as well as in teaching them to work 

together. The study has also shown that teachers find some parts of using group work in their lessons 

problematic. 
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1. Introduction 

Through all the different curricula in Sweden except the latest one, three different types of teaching 

methods have been able to be discerned
1
. Individual work, group work and classwork are all 

discussed. The different curricula have all conveyed different amounts of time for the different work 

methods; group work compared to individual work is built on very different assumptions as to how 

students‟ best learn. Within group work it is the students‟ own search for knowledge that is valued. 

Group work is the modus operandi at many workplaces, in school, however, it is often used very 

sparingly with students both in Sweden and in the other parts of the western world
2
.  

As group work becomes more and more important within many occupations, being able to cooperate 

with others also becomes more important. After a discussion with my parents about how much money 

the company they work for spends on teaching their employees how to work in groups within projects 

and how much it would be worth to them that they would know this before they are hired I wanted to 

explore how group work is used  within Swedish language teaching. 

1.1 Background 

“Democracy forms the basis of the national school system.”
3
 This is the first line in the curriculum for 

the compulsory school system, Lpo 94. It conveys the most integral part of how Swedish schools 

should base their design. The former president of the United States Abraham Lincoln defined 

democracy as a “Government of the people, by the people, for the people”
4
. Democracy deals with the 

basic human rights of every individual person, and their entitlement to equal rights; in a democracy 

everyone has a say
5
. Sweden has a long tradition of being ruled by the people, that Sweden is ruled by 

a democracy is seen by most people as given
6
. This, however, is not true; we all have to take 

responsibility to uphold democracy by using our right to vote. Nowhere in the world exists a definition 

of democracy that everyone can agree upon
7
, there are, however, some points that many people agree 

represent what defines a democracy. One example of this is the notion of equal natural rights based on 

equal human worth as well as the right to have your own opinion   

“The school has the important task of imparting, instilling and forming in pupils those fundamental 

values on which our society is based.”
8
 Bronäs

9
 explains that what these fundamental values are 

                                                      
1 Granström, K (2011). Ledarskap i klassrummet 

2 Granström, K (2011). Ledarskap i klassrummet 

3 Skolverket, Curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-school class and the leisure-time 

centre Lpo 94, 2006:3 

4 http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/abrahamlincoln 

5 Sveriges riksdag, 2010 

6 Därför demokrati, 2010 

7 Därför demokrati, 2010 

8 Skolverket, Curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-school class and the leisure-time 

centre Lpo 94, 2006:3 

9 Bronäs, Demokrati i samhällsundervisningen – kunskap eller fostran 2003:201 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/about/presidents/abrahamlincoln


4 

 

change as our society changes what is considered important by society is also considered important in 

school.  

Säljö
10

 states that the reform of the Swedish school system that was implemented after world war two 

was a result of the belief that the school system would be able to make critical and reflective members 

of society with a democratic way of thinking. Further he states that a teacher cannot act, or plan his or 

her lessons, in the classroom without making certain through conscious or unconscious speculation on 

what would be worthwhile activities. 

The role of group work is in the current Swedish curriculum concealed; at no point does it state that 

students should work in smaller groups. It can be read between the lines, and understood that group 

work can be a way to reach the goals that students are to achieve. In the Curriculum it is stated 

“…achieved by means of a varied and balanced combination of content and working methods.”
11

 

When looking at learning through Vygotskij‟s sociocultural view, the act of communication and 

interaction between students becomes important. Group work leads to many interactions both between 

students and the teacher, but also - and most importantly - between students. 

1.2 Aim and research questions  

The aim of this paper is to describe and analyse the use of group work by teachers in the subjects of 

English and Modern Languages. The study is conducted with teachers at a school in a suburb to 

Stockholm, with the intention of investigating how the teachers of English and Modern Language 

teachers use group work in their lessons. With this in mind three research questions have been 

formulated: 

 Why do teachers use group work in their lessons? 

 What do teachers think about group work? 

 How do teachers use group work in their lessons? 

After this introduction with the aim and research questions of the essay a theory section will be 

presented. This, the second, section will discuss the theoretical perspective, previous research. The 

definition of group work will also be defined and analysed. In addition this section will also discuss 

how “group work” is found in the school curriculum and the syllabi for English and Modern 

languages. In section three the different methods used in this study will be presented,  methods of data 

collection, and procedure as well as a presentation of my informants. The following sections (4 and 5) 

will give a presentation and analysis of the results. The essay will be concluded with a discussion in 

section 6. 
  

                                                      
10 Säljö, Föreställningar om lärande och tidsandan, 2003:71-72 

11 Skolverket, Curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-school class and the leisure-time 

centre Lpo 94, 2006:6-7 
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2. Theoretical and Philosophical 

Considerations 

2.1 Sociocultural Perspective 

Säljö
12

 states that children become a part of knowledge through getting to know the way other people 

communicate and think about the world. This way of thinking means that learning will be different 

through time and in different places. According to Säljö, Vygotskij thought of learning as first 

understanding something in a general way and thereafter being able to apply it to something specific. 

Further this leads to that the most important part of learning is not to be able to find specific 

information but to be able to practise being a member of society. Säljö states that this way of thinking 

has become more important in the last decade when it has become accepted that it is not only in school 

that students learn. Säljö
13

 states that new ways to work and produce things place demands on other 

skills. These skills can be the ability to work with other people, listen, communicate, and coordinate. 

He goes on to state that cooperation between members with different abilities working together within 

a group is now a common occurrence.  

Lindberg
14

 states that the changes in the way languages were taught that occurred during the 90‟s were 

the result of the language research that had been done in recent years. The social (interaction with 

others), interactive (the effect that one person has on another), pragmatic (being able to 

understand the underlying meaning of what is said), and cultural (what society is like were the 

language is spoken) aspects of a language are what has been the focus of second language and foreign 

language learning and what students acquire. Furthermore Lindberg states that the concept of 

communicative competence was introduced by the sociolinguist Hymes. Communicative competence 

means that the person speaking should not only be grammatically correct but also be able to use words 

in situations when they are appropriate. 

Vygotskij has had a great impact on the sociocultural perspective, and when mentioning Vygotskij it is 

impossible not to mention the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The ZPD is a “metaphorical 

location”
15

 where a student learns together with another student and they achieve something that they 

would not have been able to do on their own. Lightbown and Spada explain that the difference 

between the people within the sociocultural perspective and other people who think it is important to 

interact during second language learning is that in the sociocultural perspective it is believed that 

knowledge begins as an external activity and then becomes internalized, instead of internal and later 

external. 

Blomdahl
16

 talks about the risks that knowledge becomes a sum of facts and truths that others have 

determined and not something that each individual student contributes to design. Blomdahl goes on to 

say that Dewey wants all learning to be meaningful for the person learning. He states that for teaching 

                                                      
12 Säljö, Föreställningar om lärande och tidsandan, 2003:85 

13 Säljö, Föreställningar om lärande och tidsandan, 2003:87 

14 Lindberg, Språka Samman! Om samtal och samspel i språkundervisningen,1995:11 

15 Lightbown & Spada, 2006:47-48 

16 Blomdahl, Betydelsen av Deweys syn på kunskap och lärande för teknikämnet i skolan 2004:61-63 
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to be this, it has to be based on what the student already knows or can associate to, otherwise it 

becomes detached and confusing for the students. The students should be allowed to understand and 

use their earlier experiences. Through reflection on these experiences they can be generalised and used 

in new situations. Dewey means that it is the experience gained through the learning process that is of 

greatest value. Furthermore Blomdahl states that different environments give different experiences 

with the students. It is the teachers‟ responsibility to give the students an environment where they can 

achieve the best results. Although this is the teachers‟ responsibility it is the students‟ responsibility to 

gain knowledge through active participation.  

Blomdahl
17

 goes on to describe how Dewey defines the learning process as something that continues 

throughout life as it is a constant reorganisation and reconstruction of earlier experiences. For this 

reason you can never stop learning as it is a part of life. With this way of thinking schools should try to 

incorporate this into their way of teaching, using the students‟ experiences instead of forcing them to 

learn in a forced and unnatural way.  

Dewey
18

 brings up a teaching method based in four phases. In the first phase a problem is created from 

a situation in the child‟s experience. During phase two the students search for the information that is 

needed to solve the problem, this information can be found in many different places and it is up to the 

teacher to guide the student in the correct direction. In phase three the students use the information 

found to solve the problem, using the information now gained in a new way to solve a new problem. 

During phase four the students are given the opportunity to test their new knowledge and through this 

understanding the worth of the knowledge. 

According
19

 to Dewey the main goal of education in schools is to socialise the student to participate in 

a democracy, see the value of a democratic society and through dialog with others contribute to 

developing society in a democratic way. Dewey sees democracy as more than a way to rule a country 

but also as “a form of life in association with others of a joint and shared experience” (my translation). 

Further Dewey describes education as a life process and not a preparation for the future. The fact that 

school focuses on things that are to come and far removed from the students‟ practical understanding 

is the reason that education is failing. School should instead mirror everyday life. Dewey
20

 discusses 

the fact that the way schools divide subjects is unnatural. Outside of school the things we meet are 

integrated with each other, and being able to do something similar in school makes it easier for 

students to learn. 

2.2 Group work in the curriculum and syllabus 

2.2.1 Curriculum 

The curriculum emphasises the fundamental values of democracy and cooperation as shown in the 

following two quotes. 

                                                      
17 Blomdahl, Betydelsen av Deweys syn på kunskap och lärande för teknikämnet i skolan 2004:64 

18 Blomdahl, Betydelsen av Deweys syn på kunskap och lärande för teknikämnet i skolan 2004:66-68 

19 Blomdahl, Betydelsen av Deweys syn på kunskap och lärande för teknikämnet i skolan 2004:74-75 

20 Blomdahl, Betydelsen av Deweys syn på kunskap och lärande för teknikämnet i skolan 2004:79 
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“learn to carry out research, learn and work independently and together with others”
21

  

“show respect for the individual pupil and organise daily work in democratic ways”
22

 

2.2.2 Syllabus 

When reading the syllabi for the two subjects there are several points where group work can be useful 

or beneficial in reaching the goals. There are more situations in the subject of English as the students 

are expected to have come further in their studies, however, several of them are relevant for modern 

languages as well as seen in the table below. 

Table 1. Comparison of the syllabi for English and Modern languages 

English Modern Languages 

“The subject aims at developing an all-round 

communicative ability and the language skills 

necessary for international contacts, and an 

increasingly internationalised labour market, in 

order to take advantage of the rapid 

developments taking place, as a result of 

information and communications technologies, as 

well as for further studies.”  

 

“The subject of Modern languages aims at pupils 

developing an all-round communicative ability” 

 

“develop their ability to use English to 

communicate in speech and writing” 

 

 

“deepen their understanding of spoken English in 

different situations and contexts” 

 

 

“develop their ability to actively take part in 

discussions and written communication, express 

their own thoughts in English, as well as 

understand the views and experiences of others” 

 

“develop their ability to actively take part in 
discussions and written communication, express 

their own thoughts in the language, as well as 

understand the views and experiences of others” 

 

“develop their ability to use English orally in 

different contexts in order to relate, describe and 

explain, as well as give reasons for their views” 

 

 

“be able to carry out short, simple oral and 

written tasks in cooperation with others and on 

their own” 

 

“be able to carry out short, simple oral and written 

tasks in cooperation with others and on their own” 

 

“be able to actively take part in discussions on 

familiar subjects and with the help of different 

strategies communicate effectively” 

 

 

“be able, on their own and together with others, 

to plan and carry out work tasks, as well as draw 

conclusions from their work.” 

 

“develop their ability to plan, carry out and evaluate 

tasks on their own and in co-operation with 
others.” 

 

                                                      
21 Skolverket, Curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-school class and the leisure-time 

centre Lpo 94, 2006:9 

22 Skolverket, Curriculum for the compulsory school system, the pre-school class and the leisure-time 

centre Lpo 94, 2006:8 
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” The different competencies involved in all-round 

communicative skills have their counterparts in the 

structure of the subject. Amongst these is the ability 
to master a language's form, i.e. its vocabulary, 

phraseology, pronunciation, spelling and 
grammar.” 

 

“The different competencies involved in all-round 
communicative skills have their counterparts in the 

structure of the subject. Amongst these is the ability 
to master a language's form, i.e. its vocabulary, 

phraseology, pronunciation, spelling and 

grammar” 

 

 “develop their ability to analyse, work on and 

improve their language in the direction of greater 

variation and accuracy” 

 

 

 

 

2.3 Group work 

 

2.3.1 Definition 

Cohen
23

 defines group work as ”students working together in a group small enough so that everyone 

can participate on a task that has been clearly assigned”. The
24

 fact that the different members of a 

group bring different knowledge to the gathering indicates that the more members that there are in a 

group the more knowledge they have available. Sjödin
25

 also points out that as the group gains more 

members the difficulties in communicating also grow. 

According to Stensaasen and Sletta
26

 there are different kinds of groups. People standing in line 

waiting for something are a group of people, this type of group they define as a non-social group. This 

is not the type of group meant when discussing group work they define this type of group as a social 

group. An example of their definition of what a social group is (my translation): 

“A group consists of two or more people who have a mutual influence on each other and are mutually 

dependant on another in the sense that that they have to trust each other to get their needs satisfied and 

achieve their goals.”
27

 

After giving this definition Stensaasen and Sletta go on to state the three criteria that make a social 

group. The first one being, a group consists of two of more people. The second one being, mutual 

influence, the members of a group need to be engaged in some form of social interaction. The third 

criteria, mutual dependence, what one member does has meaning to the other members. 

For the purpose of this essay I am going to limit group work to students working in groups of two to 

five students. This means that I am including pair work in group work as it means that the students are 

not working alone. The upper limit of five students has been set so that the group is still small enough 

that the students are all able to participate on the assigned task. 

                                                      
23 Cohen, Designing Groupwork, 1994:1 

24 Sjödin, Problemlösning i grupp, 1992:11 

25 Sjödin, Problemlösning i grupp, 1992:11 

26 Stenaasen & Sletta, Grupprocesser om inlärning och samarbete i grupper, 2000: 25-26 

27 Stenaasen & Sletta, Grupprocesser om inlärning och samarbete i grupper, 2000: 26 
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2.3.2 Why group work? 

 “Group work is an effective technique for achieving certain kinds of intellectual and social 

learning goals. It is a superior technique for conceptual learning, for creative problem solving, and 

for increasing oral language proficiency.”
28

  

Cohen
29

 states that group work at some times can be more effective than traditional
30

 teaching 

methods. Cohen goes on to state that group work is good when two conditions are met; the task 

should make use of conceptual thinking instead of memorization or applying a rule. Also the 

group needs to have the knowledge to correctly complete the task. Another good assignment is 

when a question has no clear answer, the students then need to think and discuss different 

answers; something that all members of the group benefit from
31

. 

One learns how to communicate by communicating with others according to Lindberg
32

. She 

further states that communicative language learning is a large part of learning a language. 

Teachers must provide a classroom climate and exercises that allow the students to develop the 

verbal aspect of the language, as this knowledge will be needed outside the classroom.  

Chirac and Hempel
33

 state that group work can be a way to learn how to think for yourself, as 

well as developing the students‟ argumentative abilities and critical thinking. They go on to say 

that in a study by Johnson and Johnson it has been shown that student collaboration leads to 

higher productivity and greater results. 

Students that together with the teacher actively participate in the classroom benefit not only by 

gaining greater knowledge but also language wise and socially
34

. Gröning also states that an 

abstract subject can through group work become more concrete and easier for the students to 

understand. Britton
35

 states that when students work with and discuss a task in smaller groups, 

they learn more individually, as well as a group. 

2.3.3 Forming group work 

Hammar Chirac
36

describes Steiners theory of group process and group productivity and states that a 

groups achievement has three deciding factors, “the task demands, the resources in the group and the 

group processes”.  

The demands of the task can be characterized by three aspects. The first one is whether or not the 

problem is devisable or unitary. A problem that is devisable can be broken into smaller parts and 

divided between the group‟s different members. The unitary problem on the other hand cannot be 

divided in that way. The second aspect concerns the group‟s achievement, and whether the goal  of the 

                                                      
28 Cohen, Designing Groupwork, 1994:6 

29 Cohen, Designing Groupwork, 1994:9 

30 With traditional teaching methods Cohen means large group instruction, written papers and written 

exercises. 

31 Cohen, Designing Groupwork, 1994:10 

32 Lindberg, Språka Samman! Om samtal och samspel i språkundervisningen,1995:15 

33 Hammar Chirac & Hempel, Handbok för grupparbete, 2008:26-27 

34 Gröning, Att lära i samarbete – Grupparbete i förskola och skola, 1996:11 

35 Britton cited in Gröning, 1996 

36 Hammar Chirac, Grupprocesser i utbildning, 2003:40-42 
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task is maximizing (quantity and a high tempo) or optimizing (adapting to a predefined standard). The 

last aspect is how the group decides to combine their resources, how they use their time and how much 

effort they put into the work.  

The groups‟ resources include all the knowledge abilities that the group have at their disposal, how 

this is distributed amongst the members. The group processes include all steps the group takes when 

confronted with a problem, both inter- and intra- personal actions. 

Through a combination of the three factors in deciding a group‟s achievement different problems can 

be devised for group work. Hammar Chirac
37

 explains the five distinctive problem types that Steiner 

has found. 

 Additive problem – this problem adds all members‟ individual achievements together, no 

singular contribution is more important than another. This problem type is always unitary and 

maximizing. An example of this type of problem could be rope pulling, all members of the 

group work together to be strong enough to beat the other group. 

 Disjunctive problem – one singular answer is the representation of the group‟s achievement. 

One group member‟s answer will be the group‟s answer; all other answers will be discarded. 

This problem type is unitary and either maximizing or optimizing. An example of this type of 

problem could be individual problem solving. The group is given a problem that has one 

correct answer and the first person to get it right answers for the group as a whole. 

 Conjunctive problem – all group members are needed to solve the problem. The group is 

therefore dependant on its weakest member. This problem type is usually unitary and 

optimizing but can be devisable and maximizing. An example of this type of problem could be 

mountain climbing, the group only succeeds if all the group members get to the top they 

therefore have to work together and help each other. 

 Compensating problem – each members individual answer is important, all answers are then 

averaged together to find the answer wanted by most. This problem type is usually unitary and 

optimizing. An example of this type of problem could be deciding who is going to be class 

president, all member get a say and the person that most want is then chosen. 

 Complementary problem – each individual in the group does what s/he is best at, the sum of 

each individual part is the group‟s end product. This problem type is devisable and optimizing. 

An example of this type of problem could be writing an anthology, each member does his or 

her part these are then added together to for the end product. 

Sjödin
38

 proposes four different deciding factors when discussing group productivity; group size, 

group constellation, group norm and problem type. Where problem type refers to the same five 

different problem types that Hammar Chirac describe. When discussing group size Sjödin refers to 

Steiners model of group productivity, where the actual productivity is the process loss subtracted from 

the potential productivity. When the size of the group grows the process loss also grows as a result 

from coordination difficulties. He does, however, also point out that very few studies have been made 

on larger groups as that requires more students to study. Sjödin describes group constellation as the 

way a group is put together, where the different members of a group represent different resources. In a 

heterogeneous group these differences can be very obvious, while in a homogeneous group the 

                                                      
37 Hammar Chirac, Grupprocesser i utbildning, 2003:40-42 

38 Sjödin, Problemlösning i grupp, 1992:12- 
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differences may be very small. Further Sjödin says that the group process can be stimulated or 

inhibited by the group constellation. Group norm is described by Sjödin as the set of rules that are 

developed by the members of the group as a result of the respective group member‟s ethnic, social, 

economic and political background. 

Hammar Chirac and Hempel
39

 state that the opinion is divided on whether or not teachers should 

divide the students into groups or if the students should be allowed to group themselves. 

2.3.4 The dilemma of group work 

As all other methods of learning group work has both good and bad points
40

. One reason why group 

work fails can be unclear problems; another reason can be that the group is not aware of what is 

expected of them when working in groups. Studies have shown that students who are taught how to 

work in groups are more likely to get better results. Hammar Chirac and Hempel discuss different 

aspects that are important for the group members to be aware of and able to perform to be successful. 

To improve their group work students should know: 

 How to take notes 

 How to divide responsibilities 

 How to break a problem into smaller parts 

 How to listen actively 

 Cooperation strategies 

 How to formulate ideas 

 How to stand for your opinion 

 How to make democratic decisions 

 And how to give constructive criticism 

Using group work puts a lot of demands on both students and teachers. Students need to learn how to 

work in groups and teachers need the knowledge to know what material is going to stimulate the 

students to work together.
41

 

Hammar Chirac and Hempel
42

 state that group work where the students have a need of each other has 

a higher likeliness of being successful. The only way for a student to do well is if all the members of 

the group are successful. Hammar Chirac and Hempel
43

 discuss the two group processes social 

facilitation and social loafing. With social facilitation they mean that a student is affected in a positive 

way by the presence of the other group members either by receiving help from them or simply by their 

presence. One example of social facilitation can be a student presenting a topic in his or her group, the 

fact that the student is aware of the fact that the other students are evaluating their presentation can 

lead to higher motivation and greater performance by the student. Social loafing on the other hand can 

be viewed as the opposite, where a student instead is affected negatively by the presence of other 

                                                      
39 Hammar Chirac & Hempel, Handbok för grupparbete, 2008:43 

40 Hammar Chirac & Hempel, Handbok för grupparbete, 2008:37 

41 Gröning, Att lära i samarbete – Grupparbete i förskola och skola, 1996:14-15 

42 Hammar Chirac & Hempel, Handbok för grupparbete, 2008:28-29 

43 Hammar Chirac & Hempel, Handbok för grupparbete, 2008:30-32 
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students. Hammar Chirac and Hempel give the reason for this as if students believe that someone else 

is doing the work, and then they do not have to. They go on to state that researchers think that group 

size; how well the students know each other; trust and interest in the exercise have great importance in 

whether or not social loafing occurs. The larger the group the higher the risk of social loafing, 

although Hammar Chirac and Hempel give some examples of how to avoid social loafing; group 

members that know each other, that the exercise is engaging and interesting, each individual is aware 

that their performance is being evaluated, and each individual has trust that the other members will do 

their work and that they feel the exercise is meaningful.  
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3. Method 

The empirical part of this study is based on two different methods in order to obtain data. At first a 

survey was handed out to seven teachers, subsequently interviews were held with selected teachers. 

The study has been carried out at one school in a suburb to Stockholm. In order to make sure that the 

survey gave appropriate answers and were easy to understand how to answer, it was first given to a 

test group of three teachers who were later included in the study. 

The survey follows the recommendations of Trost
44

 and is based upon Illingworth‟s study
45

 on how 

university lecturers use group work. It consisted of open-ended questions that required short answers, 

focusing on how, when and why group work is used. 

The survey was followed up by interviews with two teachers at the school. The interviews were 

carried out in a semi-structured way as described by Trost
46

, and were recorded and later transcribed. 

The interviews were then analysed from a “case study” perspective as described in McKay
47

. This 

method means that the different individual‟s answers are analysed separately to highlight the 

differences between them. 

3.1 Qualitative or Quantitative Method 

Trost
48

 describes the difference between qualitative and quantitative simply as whether or not you are 

working with numbers. With this he means that not only numbers as such, but also using words, such 

as longer and more, indicates that one is using a quantitative way of thinking. Being able to avoid 

using these terms of comparison, leads in turn to the usage of a qualitative method.  

The choice between qualitative and quantitative methods depends on what type of information is 

wanted. If you are looking for the answer to how often; how many; a quantitative method will get the 

answers wanted. When trying to understand something, or find patterns, a qualitative method is more 

likely to find the answer looked for
49

. 

McKay
50

 presents the quantitative research method as relevant when beginning with a specific 

research question where the purpose of the research is to generalise. She also presents qualitative 

research as holistic research that needs to take many factors into account. With qualitative research the 

purpose is to contextualise and to interpret the information gathered.  

The two data collection methods used in this study are, a survey, and interviews. These two ways to 

gather information differ in the way that they are structured, and how much control the researcher 

exerts over the respondent. McKay
51

 describes the survey as a less controlled, and more structured 
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way of gathering information; and the interview as less structured and more controlled. Although the 

interview can be seen as less structured, a qualitative interview can in turn be both structured and 

unstructured. The structured interview is according to Trost
52

 when the interviewer reads the same 

questions in the same way and same order to each interviewee. The unstructured interview is therefore 

more flexible, the questions are asked in a varying order depending on the interviewee; follow-up 

questions are asked and are subject to the answers on earlier questions. 

3.2 Reliability and Validity 

There are many different aspects of reliability and validity; these can therefore be addressed in 

different ways. Reliability can be seen as the same thing as “consistency and replicability over time; 

over instruments; and over groups of respondents”
53

. Replicability is dependent on the accuracy of the 

method, it can be suggested that reliability is necessary to obtain validity in the research
54

.  

When using content validity the aim is to show that what the theory and method purports to illustrate 

is what is actually portrayed
55

. The instruments used in this essay (survey, and interviews) can be 

considered appropriate for discerning people‟s thoughts and opinions
56

. The quantitative survey 

questions are based on an earlier survey by Illingworth
57

 and adapted for this one. These have been 

tested on a smaller group to ascertain their validity. The qualitative interview questions were carefully 

constructed and based on the answers received in the survey. As a result of this, the validity should be 

considered high.  

3.3 Informants 

This study has been conducted at a school in a suburb to Stockholm. It is a fairly large school 

consisting of grades F-9 with between 500-700 students. Seven teachers have answered the survey 

(see 3.4), four teachers of English and three teachers in the subject of modern languages (Spanish and 

German). Two of these teachers have also been interviewed, one that teaches only English, and one 

that teaches both English and modern languages (see 3.5). 

The first teacher interviewed (now referred to as teacher A) is a female teacher in the subjects of 

English and Social sciences. She is a certified teacher and has been working as a teacher for seven 

years. She works with grades six to nine, but at the time of the interview she has most of her lessons in 

grade eight. 

The second teacher interviewed (now referred to as teacher B) is also a female teacher although in the 

subjects of English and the modern language Spanish. She is a certified teacher and has been teaching 

actively for the past thirteen years. This teacher also works with grades six to nine; she has all grades 

in Spanish but at the moment only grades seven and eight in English. 
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All teachers that were interviewed were experienced and qualified teachers in their respective subjects 

for grades 6-9. 

3.4 Survey 

Before
58

 constructing a survey it is central to know what you want to learn from the information 

gained. For example, when asking about how often a student works with group work the students need 

to know what group work means. What counts as a group, is it two, three or more students? When 

working with surveys it is important that they are not too long, or too difficult to read. To make it 

easier for the person answering it can be a good idea to have some space between the questions
59

.  

The survey used in this study consisted of two pages of open ended questions (see appendix 1). It was 

based upon a survey by Vikki Illingworth
60

 from the Learnhigher CETL at the University of Bradford 

in Great Britain. This simplified the process of constructing questions and designing the survey in an 

appropriate way. Even though the recommendations of Trost
61

 have been followed, a test of the survey 

was needed. Therefore the survey was handed out to three teachers in the beginning of March 2011, 

two teachers of English and one in modern languages.  

None of the three teachers found the questions difficult and did not require much clarification, 

although a synonym was added in one question to give a clarification as the word was difficult to 

understand. As the survey was not changed after the test group received it the answers of these 

teachers has been included in the study. 

3.5 Interview 

When doing an interview Trost
62

 describes two different types of questions; the structured and the 

unstructured. The structured question has a given answer; the person questioned can only give one 

answer. The unstructured question allows the person questioned to answer as they please. Many 

different answers are accepted. 

The interview questions were as mentioned earlier based on the answers received from the survey. The 

interviews were semi-structured
63

 which means that the same questions were used as a base for all 

interviews but the responses from the interviewee decided the order in which the questions were 

asked. This also allowed for follow-up questions to be asked that were relevant to the answers given. 

The two teachers were interviewed in April 2011 and each interview was recorded and later 

transcribed. This was done so as to be able to listen attentively during the interview and not have to 

take notes at the same time
64

. As both interviewed teachers teach English the interviews were 

conducted in English to avoid misunderstandings in translation. 
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 

When planning this study the ethical standards and requirements from the Swedish Research Council 

have been taken into account. This is to ensure the integrity and the rights of the participants in the 

research. All teachers have been informed of their rights in advance of the survey and interview being 

performed. 

There are four major points to take into consideration when conducting a study; information 

requirement; consent requirement; confidentiality requirement; and the utilisation requirement. The 

information requirement
65

 signifies that the participant is aware of their part in the research; that it is 

optional to participate, and that they have the right to terminate their participation without the risk of 

any repercussions. The consent requirement
66

 is to ensure that the researcher receives the consent of 

the participant. The confidentiality requirement
67

 signifies that the participant is aware that they will 

not be known by name to anyone other than the researcher, and that all information received will be 

destroyed upon completion of the project. The utilisation requirement
68

 means that the information 

gathered is to be used only for scientific purposes and only for the current project unless consent is 

given by the participant. 

3.7 Processing the Material 

When processing the material gathered in the survey, the first step was to transcribe all the 

answers received. This was done by writing the answers received by each teacher from each 

question together so that it was easier to view the different answers to each question. 

The interviews were analysed in accordance to McKay’s
69

 case study approach. This approach 

was chosen to highlight the two individuals interviewed. A content analysis has also been done 

on the answers given by the two teachers. This has also been done in accordance to McKay. All 

answers have been read several times, each time marking what I have seen as key points or ideas 

that were relevant to answering the research questions. This has helped me when structuring the 

results as well as the analysis. 
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4. Results 

In this section the results from the survey and the interviews will be presented. The results have been 

summarised to make the understanding of them easier. 

4.1 Results from the survey 

As the survey consists of open-ended questions the answers to each question will not be explained 

individually. The answers have been divided into three sections; what kind of teacher they are, how 

often and why the teachers use group work, and how they use it in their lessons. The last two questions 

in the survey were only answer by one teacher and have only been considered during the interview. 

The survey was  handed out at the end of March. The survey started with three factual questions 

followed by nine or eleven open-ended questions, depending on whether or not the teacher taught one 

or both subjects. The choice of open-ended questions that require the respondent to write a short 

answer was chosen to encourage more details in the answers
70

. 

4.1.1 Results from questions 1-3 

Of the seven teachers that have answered, four are teachers of English and two are teachers of Modern 

Languages (Spanish and German) and one teacher has both subjects English and Modern languages 

(Spanish). They have a wide range of experience from one to twenty-four years in the profession and 

all but one are certified to teach their subject/s. 

4.1.2 Results from questions 4-7 

All seven teachers use group work to different amounts, with it varying from once per term to twice a 

month. Regardless of the fact that they use group work to different amounts two of them say that they 

use group work more often with grades eight and nine, than they do with grades six and seven. A third 

teacher states that he uses group work more in grades six and nine. One teacher states that he uses 

group work the same amount with all classes. Another teacher states that he uses group work the same 

amount in grades six through eight but less in grade nine as that is when the grades are most important. 

Two of the teachers state that the reason they use group work is that the students feel more 

comfortable speaking the target language when not as many people are listening. The group work then 

provides the students with more opportunities to practice verbally. A few of the teachers choose to use 

group work so that the students can figure out how to better work together; that they get to practice 

planning their own work, and therefore have the opportunity to decide for themselves what grade they 

want to strive for. Through discussions they help each other to learn more than they would on their 

own. 

4.1.3 Results from questions 8-12 

The three main things the teachers choose to work with when using group work are: dialog exercises, 

fact finding exercises, and problem solving. The different things that the teachers recommend that the 
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students think about when doing group work are; get to work straight away, divide the work between 

you and take different roles to find out what you are best at. 

All the teachers agree that the biggest problem for the students when doing group work is getting 

everyone to agree and work together. The concerns that they have about group work is that not every 

student participates as much, and that one student will do more of the work. 

Feedback that the teachers have received from students concerning group work is mostly that they like 

working in groups, and that they learn a lot while doing it. The students also have some of the same 

apprehensions as the teachers, that they are concerned with not everyone doing their part of the work. 

One teacher also stated that they do not want to present what they have done in front of the other 

students. 

4.2 Results from the interviews 

Each interview was started with the same question in which the teachers were asked what they 

associated with the words group work. Depending on the answers given this question was followed by 

other questions so that in the end both teachers had answered similar questions. The answers given are 

therefore not necessarily described in the order they were asked, they are instead organised into 

sections for ease of understanding. 

4.2.1 Interview with teacher A 

Teacher A discusses the value of group work as a way to achieve and uphold the fundamental values 

described in the curriculum
71

. Group work can also be used to “…illuminate how the functions of 

society and how our ways of living and working can best be adapted…
72

” Teacher A discusses one of 

the points in the curriculum in the guidelines for what the teacher should do about student influence; 

“prepare the pupils for participating in and sharing the joint responsibilities, rights and obligations that 

characterise a democratic society.
73

” 

As teacher A is a teacher in the subject of English it is this syllabus that was discussed during the 

interview. Of the different goals in the syllabus, teacher A uses group work generally to achieve the 

goals that refer to the students‟ communicative abilities. She believes that group work is a good way to 

help the students practise expressing their thoughts in English, understanding what others think and 

their views on the subject. Teacher A also explains that she uses group work when the students work 

with learning about English speaking countries. She feels that the work with countries is very well 

suited for group work, that the students are aware of what is expected of them, and that they know 

what information is wanted, and what they want to know about a country. 

When discussing time frame when working with group work teacher A says how much time is given 

depends on what they are working with. Some activities take only half a lesson while other activities 

span over all lessons for a couple of weeks. The shorter activities in group work are often pair work, 
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with dialogs, while for example when working with countries they are often in groups of four students 

working for several lesson in a row. 

When introducing group work to a new group, teacher A explains clearly for the students what she 

expects them to do, what the exercise/problem is. What are the students expected to do, what the result 

should be, how they will show what they have learned. Teacher A does, however, not give any 

information about group work and how that is best done within the group. With this it is not meant the 

introduction of the exercise but more how to work together, how to divide the work amongst them, or 

how to make sure that everyone feels included. 

Teacher A states that the resulting product after group work differs from time to time, and is 

dependent on how much time has been spent on the project or problem. If it is a shorter group work 

spanning one or two lessons it is often something like a written paper to be handed in to the teacher. If 

on the other hand it is a longer project they are expected to give a presentation on what they have 

achieved, at times in front of the entire class and at other times in front of just the teacher or a small 

group. She explains that the reason some groups give their presentation to a smaller group is because 

there are students that are too shy to present in front of the class. She then works with getting the 

group to be larger each time, so that they feel more and more comfortable using English when giving a 

presentation in front of a group. 

Furthermore teacher A explains that she often uses group work when combining English with another 

subject. As she teaches social sciences this is the subject that she sometimes combines with when 

teaching English. The reason is that as she feels she knows this subject well and it is easier to work 

“with” herself than working with another teacher. She feels that working with another teacher requires 

more planning time, something that is not always available. As social studies is a combination of four 

different subjects she has a wealth of opportunities to use different parts of those subjects also in her 

English lessons. For example, when she has in her social studies class been working with the French 

and American revolutions, she has used her English lessons to let her students deepen their knowledge 

in that while still working with English. 

4.2.2 Interview with teacher B 

Teacher B states that she uses group work a lot with her students, at least a little part of each lesson is 

spent doing group work in one form or another. She states that variation in the ways students work in 

the classroom is very important to keep the students interested and engaged in the lesson. When using 

group work her goal is that the students cooperate with each other and use their friends‟ skills to 

develop their own.  

Teacher B uses group work in much the same way as teacher A, to develop the students‟ 

communicative abilities. She uses dialog work a lot with her students both when teaching English and 

Spanish. After each “chapter” in their textbook she has the students in pairs or small groups write 

dialogs using what they have learnt in the chapter. When they are done with the dialog they act it out 

in front of the class as a presentation. The dialogs are used as short group work activities and never go 

on for more than one or two lessons. Teacher B explains that she rarely uses group work that spans 

over more than two weeks as she feels that the students do not have the necessary language skills that 

would be needed for an exercise that would take several weeks to complete. 

Furthermore when discussing what the result of group work is, excluding how they show their dialogs, 

they always after a slightly longer group work task give some form of presentation. This presentation 

is most often oral in front of the class, but there is usually also a written assignment to be handed in. 
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When discussing the curriculum and the syllabus, she at first states that she has not thought that much 

about for what parts she uses group work but that when looking at the goals in the syllabus it is very 

good for reaching the goals in communication. When asked about the way group work could be used 

to obtain the goals in the curriculum about creating democratic members of society she states that 

„yes‟ it could be a good way, but that it is not something that she usually thinks about when planning 

group work. 

The first time that teacher B uses group work with a new group she gives the students explicit 

instructions as to what the exercise/problem entails that they are to work with. How much time they 

will have at their disposal and what the result should be; a presentation; and/or a written assignment. 

She, like teacher A, does not give any instructions as to how one works in a group. She feels that the 

students in the school where she works are already very used to the concept of working in groups and 

do not require further instruction as to how group work is done in a good way.  

Teacher B states that she rarely has problems within the groups when using group work. She does, 

however, intervene when she feels that a group is not working to help them solve their problems. 

Teacher B states that she never lets the students choose the groups themselves; she always divides 

them into groups so as to make sure that each group has the knowledge to solve the problem at hand. 

She explains that she usually divides the students so that they are of varying levels in each group, it is 

very rarely that she divides the students into groups of the same level, so that the good students are in 

one group and the weaker students in one group. She still thinks that having the strong students in one 

group can make them push themselves further, and the weaker students may also like to not feel as 

though they are not as good as the rest of the group. 

According to teacher B she does not combine her subject with other subjects as she feels that she then 

would not have enough time to help all students reach the goals in the syllabus. She feels that it would 

take too much time to cooperate with another teacher and that she would not be able to teach the 

students as much. Although this is how she works at the moment she expresses a wish about in the 

future being able to work with other teachers as she thinks that the students would find it enjoyable 

and interesting. But at this time it is not something she has time for. 
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5. Analysis 

In this section the results from the study will be analysed by using the theory presented in section two, 

as well as the results from section four. The analysis of the survey is based upon a comparison of the 

answers received during this study. The interviews were analysed with a case analysis (see section 3) 

and as the interview questions were based on the results from the survey these results have been cross-

referenced. 

The result from the survey was that the teacher work with group work varying amounts spanning from 

very seldom to almost every lesson, but all are in agreement that it is a good way to work with the 

students. If the group is constructed in a good way the students often become more active during the 

lessons. The exercises that the teachers use can last for only part of a lesson or span over several 

lessons. The length of each project depending on what the goal is; how the students will present what 

they have learnt. Another aspect of how the group work is done depends on how many members are in 

a group at a given time.  

The most popular type of group size used by the teachers in this study was groups with two people in 

them. Pair work was often used when doing shorter sequences of group work, whilst groups of four 

students were popular when working with longer episodes of group work. The interviews showed that 

the teachers rarely if ever allow the students to choose groups themselves when working with group 

work. This means that the teachers all put a lot of thought into group constellation and the fact that not 

all students work well together. 

The teachers in this study often use group work for dialog practise, smaller projects such as working 

with a country (fact finding) or problem solving. These problems are usually of the complementary 

type but could also be either additive or disjunctive.  The way the students work to solve the problem 

indicates how well the teacher managed to construct the type of problem that was planned. The 

instructions given by the teacher are therefore of the utmost importance in regards to how much each 

individual student will learn throughout the project, whether it be a longer or shorter one. As all the 

teachers mention that they worry about all students not participating fully in the project, the way they 

present the problem is then extra important. It needs to be presented preferably as an additive or 

conjunctive problem as these problem types require all students to participate for them to be able to 

solve the problem. 

The interviews showed that the teachers are very good at pointing out what the exercise consists of, 

what they are expected to do and also how they will present it. None of the teachers, however, give 

any instruction as to how one best works in a group. As Hammar Chirac and Hempel describe, 

teaching the students how to behave and work in groups help them perform group work in a better 

way. It could therefore be reasoned that the issue of not all students participating could be improved 

by better teaching the students how to work in groups. 

In the teaching of a new language the teachers I have spoken with agree that it is a very good way to 

develop the student‟s communicative abilities in the language. As the importance of being able to 

better communicate vocally in a foreign language has become greater, teachers have also had to 

change the way that they teach. The teachers all choose to use group work as a way to develop what 

Lindberg calls social; interactive; pragmatic; and cultural aspects of a language. The way that teacher 

B describes the way that she uses dialog practise as a vocal practise for the students, as well as a way 
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to revise each chapter can be either a disjunctive or conjunctive problem. If it is seen by the students as 

a disjunctive problem then the entire dialog will be constructed by one student and this result is then 

presented as a group product. If it on the other hand is perceived as a conjunctive problem all members 

of the group participate in constructing the dialog and then the result is a group effort instead of an 

individual effort. How the project is perceived by the students is then reliant upon how the teacher has 

presented the project, as well as how the groups have been divided.  

Furthermore they all agree that it is a good way to teach the students how to cooperate with each other.  

The interviews and survey also showed that group work gives the students the opportunity to plan their 

work themselves, who will do what and at what point. The students learn to take responsibility for 

their own work. All teachers agree that group work helps the students learn more, which is also stated 

by Britton and Hammar Chirac and Hempel among others. Group work can be seen as a good way to 

work with Vygotskij‟s ZPD, then students work together to achieve what they on their own would not 

have been able to do. If the teachers manage to design a group work that keeps all the students‟ active 

with the project, all students should find it to be a meaningful and worthwhile way to work. 

All teachers in this study find group work to be a useful teaching method as can be seen by the fact 

that they all choose to use it in their lessons. Regardless of this fact they all worry about not all 

students taking responsibility for their work, as can be described by the term social loafing. As this is 

something that is a concern to all teachers in this study, it is peculiar that none of the teachers work 

more with teaching the students how to cooperate while working in groups. Hammar Chirac and 

Hempel describe that students that know what is expected of them are less likely to have the problem 

of not all members in the group doing their best. 
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An example of what could be placed in corner one would be a teachers plan for the semester. It 

fits into that corner because it requires forethought and is of a didactical nature. Square two 

could for example be a schools way to work proactively against bullying which is also planning 

ahead but it is of a more social that didactical nature. The third square would include the 

teacher’s responses to a student fight. It is then social and reactive. The last square could be a 

teacher answering a student’s question.  

All the different things that the teachers do with their students can be placed within one of the 

four squares. For example the oral presentations that the students are expected to produce with 

several of the teachers would be in square one. On the other hand when the teacher helps sort 

out difficulties within a group doing group work, when the issue is not related to the problem at 

hand but between the students, would be placed in square three. This as the teacher reacts to a 

social situation and comes up with a solution. An example of what would be in square two would 

be how teacher a uses group work in a way that helps the students to develop into democratical 

citizens. Square four would be, for example, when the teacher answers a question by the group 

either by giving them the answer or guiding them on the way to solving it themselves. 
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6. Discussion and Conclusion 

In a time when it becomes more and more important to be able to cooperate with other people in both 

your native language, as well as in foreign languages it is important to teach our students how this is 

done.  This essay has focused on how and why teachers use group work in teaching second and third 

language students. Regardless of the fact that the curriculum does not state that group work is to be 

used, all teachers still use it in their lessons. The teacher is key in making sure that group work is a 

success. If the teacher does not explain explicitly to the students how and what they are to do, it is 

unlikely the result will be what the teacher hoped for. 

It has been brought to my attention that although all teachers in the study use group work with their 

students, they all have the same reservations as to how the students will behave. I find surprising how 

they all see the same issues and still not come up with good ideas as how to resolve them. 

There are many aspects that I would find interesting to see further research on. How to introduce a 

group work project as well as the student‟s opinion of group work, whether they find it to be a good 

way to learn, and if both high and low achievers feel the same way. 

To conclude, in attempting to answer my research questions I have found that teachers use group work 

in similar ways and for similar reasons and that they all have the same problems with their students. I 

believe that teachers instruct their students on how to work in groups in the same way that they were 

instructed as students. The issues that were encountered during the 90‟s are the same as the ones that 

occur now. As teachers obviously still believe that group work is a good way to achieve the goals of 

the curriculum and syllabus, time and effort should be put into finding a way to make it as effective as 

possible. 
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Appendices:  

Survey: 

I am conducting this survey as a part of my thesis project. My aim is to get a better understanding of 

how and when teachers choose to have their students work in groups. With a group I mean two to five 

students. 

For the purposes of this survey, our definition of group work includes one or more of the following: 

 Organising students in small groups to undertake specific exercises or tasks (e.g. breaking up a 

seminar group into smaller groups for some problem-based learning) 

 Organising students in small groups to complete a project or case study which may involve a 

group presentation 

 Working with students in groups to develop and enhance their interpersonal skills and/or increase 

their understanding of group dynamics. 

 

The more answers I receive the greater value for me so that I am able to better analyse your answers 

therefore I would be grateful if you take the time to answer these, it should not take more than 15 

minutes.   

Questions: 

 
 
 

1. I have been a teacher for …………years. 
 
 

 
2. I am a certified teacher Yes No 

 
 
 

3. I teach  English a modern language  Both subjects 
 
 
 

4. How often do you work with group work? 
 
 
 

 
5. Do you use group work the same amount with all grades? 

 
 
 
 

6. Why do you use group work with your students? 
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7. What do your students gain from working in groups? 
 
 
 
 
 

8. What are the main group exercises and activities which you give students to 
perform? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
9. What are the most useful group work resources which you recommend to 

students? 
 
 
 
 
 

10. What are the main issues which your student groups confront? 
 
 
 
 
 

11. What feedback have you received from students concerning their group work? 
 
 
 
 
 

12. How do you prepare your students to undertake group work? 

 

 

 

 

 

If you teach both subjects please also answer these following questions 
 

13. Do you use group work more in one subject than the other? 
 
 
 
 

14. Do you use group work differently in the two subjects? 
 

 
Thank you very much for taking the time to answer these questions!  

 


