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Abstract 

How can we best prepare students for careers in our competitive environment? This paper examines 

how group work or cooperative learning is beneficial in the learning process. It examines certain areas 

of learning that lend themselves to cooperative learning. Cooperative learning leads to benefits and 

potential problems in working with groups. We examine ways to prepare successful groups for a 

project. The paper suggests ways to monitor group work in the classroom.  Finally, it reports on a 

group work study taking place over many semesters in an introductory accounting class. Results 

include a very successful semester. While subsequent semesters provided good results, results were 

mixed. What can we do to enhance our students’ success in group work projects? The research points 

to several problem areas that can be addressed. What factors can we consider to improve our results? 

The research points to ways to prepare students for group work. This paper adds to the research by 

exploring ways to make group work more successful. 
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How can we best prepare students for careers in our competitive environment? This paper 

examines how group work or cooperative learning is beneficial in the learning process. It examines certain 

areas of learning that lend themselves to cooperative learning. Cooperative learning leads to benefits and 

potential problems in working with groups. We examine ways to prepare successful groups for a project. 

The paper suggests ways to monitor group work in the classroom.  Finally, it reports on a group work 

study taking place over many semesters in an introductory accounting class. Results include a very 

successful semester. While subsequent semesters provided good results, results were mixed. What can we 

do to enhance our students’ success in group work projects? The research points to several problem areas 

that can be addressed. What factors can we consider to improve our results? The research points to ways 

to prepare students for group work. This paper adds to the research by exploring ways to make group 

work more successful. 
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Introduction 

Group Work 

            Group work or cooperative learning has aroused the imaginations of educators as a panacea to 

elevate learning and enhance the creation of knowledge. It holds the promise to be the one tactic that helps 

every student reach the class outcomes and learn to work together. Group work also teaches social skills, 

which are handy in careers after college.  However, research is limited on the conditions where it works 

and where it is not beneficial. The literature is limited in preparing students for group work. 

The basic dilemma with cooperative learning involves two issues. Why does it work sometimes and 

other times create issues? How can we structure the project so that everyone is involved? We are going to 

examine group based quantitative classes over semesters. This study found group work advantageous in 

one semester and with limited success in another semester. This suggests many issues. What does the 

literature suggest regarding strategy in cooperative learning? How do we prepare students for successful 

learning in groups? What is a successful group? What do we do with unsuccessful groups?  

The literature is abundant on successful group work. Much of the literature deals with precollege 

students. Most of the studies deal with uncontrolled field situations. Springer (1999) finds that uncontrolled 

field studies gain ecological validity but loose internal validity. He suggests more laboratory-controlled 

studies to validate the process. Gaps in the literature converge around preparation of groups, types of 

outcomes best suited to group work, dealing with hesitant group members, encouraging members to 

participate and measuring outcomes. 
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Literature Review 

Definition 

Group work or cooperative learning has been around for a long time. Cohen (2014) defines group 

work as students working together in a group small enough that every student can participate on an assigned 

task. It enables students to achieve intellectual and social learning goals. The work consists of talking, 

listening, asking, reasoning and reaching consensus. Students become the authority and create knowledge 

based on cooperation. Peters (1998) defines collaborative learning as people laboring together to construct 

knowledge. 

Smith (1996) describes what group work is not. Group work and cooperation is not having students 

sit side-by-side at the same table to talk with one another as they do their assignments. Cooperation is not 

assigning a report to a group of students, on which one student does all the work and the others list their 

names. Cooperation is not having students do a task individually and then having the ones who finish first 

help the slower students. Cooperation is much more than being physically near other students, discussing 

material with other students, helping other students, or sharing material among students, although each of 

these is important in cooperative learning.  

Instead, Smith (1996) implies that to be cooperative a group must have clear, positive 

interdependence. Members must promote each other’s learning and success face-to-face. Students should 

hold each other personally and individually accountable to do a fair share of the work. They should 

appropriately use the interpersonal and small-group skills needed for cooperative efforts to be successful. 

Students should approach the project as a group and effectively work together. These five essential 

components must be present for small group learning to be truly cooperative. They are positive 

interdependence, face-to-face interaction, individual accountability, teamwork skills and group processing.  

 

Benefits 

There are many reported advantages for group work or cooperative learning.  Neville (2018) 

mentions shared ideas, students working closely together, developing skills, cultivating strengths, dealing 

with challenges, finding new perspectives, making friends, developing communication skills and active 

learning skills. Springer (1999) lists the advantages as effective academic achievement, favorable attitudes, 

persistence, active learning and collaboration.  

Researchers seem to flock to group work. There is a substantial body of research supporting group 

work. Links between cooperative learning theory, research and practice are “one of the greatest success 

stories in the history of education” (Slavin, 1996). Some meta-analyses support this interest. A meta-

analysis of twenty years of students in science classes showed significant gains in classes using group work 

(Springer, 1999). Another meta-analysis of 390 science studies found significant gains in classes using 

group work (Shroeder, 2007).  

Research shows that collaborative learning can enable students to engage in activities that are 

valuable for learning (Sweller, 1988). Collaborative learning models show us that certain types of learning 

happen interactively rather than through a one-way transmission process (Johnson, James, Lye, & 

McDonald, 2000). Kuh (2008) includes group learning as one of the ten high impact practices necessary 
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for student learning.  Pedagogical research on collaborative learning techniques in education is abundant 

(Delucchi, 2007; Drouin, 2010; Gorvine & Smith, 2015; Koçak, 2008; Schroeder et al., 2007; Tsay & 

Brady, 2010; Woodzicka et al., 2015). 

Group work and cooperative learning feature the development of soft skills. Because soft skills are 

critical for productive performance in today’s workplace, current and future business leaders are 

emphasizing the development of soft skills through group learning (Nealy, 2005). Research reports the 

importance of soft skills in the workplace (Klaus, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2010; Nealy, 2005; Smith, 2007; 

Weldy, & Icenogel, 1997). One study found that 75% of long-term job success depends on people skills, 

which group work enhances while only 25% is dependent on technical knowledge (Klaus, 2010). 

Some studies list additional gains using group work. Using groups, both cognitive and social 

adjustment gains can happen (Bruffee, 1978). Triesman (1992) reported significant learning gains from 

having minority students work together in calculus classes. The shared learning allows students to engage 

in discussion, take responsibility for their learning, and thus become critical thinkers (Totten, Sills, Digby, 

& Russ, 1991).  Dewey’s (1943) experiential philosophy suggested that group work in a nonthreatening 

environment leads to learning naturally (Springer, 1999). Cognitive theorists (Piaget, 1926; Vygotsky, 

1978) suggest that interactions among students increase achievement and facilitate cognitive growth as 

students learn from each other (Springer, 1999). Terenzini (2001) in a study of engineering students found 

that group work achieved significant and substantially greater learning. 

Group work can address different outcomes.  Learning outcomes for collaborative studies fall into 

three groups. Some outcomes seek analytical processes (Gokhale, 1995; Lazonder, 2005; Woodzicka et al., 

2015). Some outcomes reflect attitudes (Drouin, 2010; Koçak, 2008; Stein et al., 1994; Terenzini, 2001; 

Tsay & Brady, 2010). Some outcomes concern course material retention (Delucchi, 2007; Drouin, 2010; 

Gorvine & Smith, 2015; Perkins & Saris, 2001; Schroeder et al., 2007; Shibley & Zimmaro, 2002; Smith 

et al., 1991; Tsay & Brady, 2012). Group work lends itself better to analytical processes and ethical issues 

than memorization.  

 

Issues 

Research on its effects have been promising, but the results are not always positive (Kester & Paas, 

2005). Placing learners in groups and assigning tasks does not guarantee they will work together, engage 

in effective collaborative learning processes, and show positive learning outcomes (Soller, 2001). Springer 

(1999) points out the classic argument of competition versus cooperation. If our classmate succeeds, he 

will lesson my grade. Cohen (2014) adds simply that some groups work, some do not work. We live in a 

social context, experiencing and recalling the milestones and the minutiae of our lives with friends, family, 

co-workers, and even strangers (Congleton, 2011). Group work highlights this context.Notable gaps in the 

research base question whether short term uncontrolled experiments should affect practice (Springer, 

1999). Motivational theories emphasize the importance of individual responsibility (Springer, 1999). Small 

groups are not a panacea. Although group work has the potential for supporting learning, talking and 

working together with peers is the source of a whole series of problems (Cohen, 2014). 

Problems can arise in many areas.  Neville (2018) states that problems can come from the process 

or the people. Process problems include lack of ground rules, agenda, roles, leaders, meetings or records. 
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People problems include members that just do not get along, lack of communication, someone dominating, 

some people don’t speak, people don’t listen, people ignoring others, quarreling and angry remarks. Stains 

(2018) suggests monitoring group size, positive interdependence, criteria of referenced grading, 

monitoring, time and structure.  

Cohen (2014) states that groups activate the status issue where slow or minority students reflect a 

low status and can be ignored. Students come to class with preconceived notions about each other. Smart 

students have higher status. Slower students have lower status. Minority students have lower status. Foreign 

students may have lower status. Status may influence a student participating or speaking. Class games may 

limit status issues (Cohen, 2014). 

 

Types of Outcomes 

Not all learning is the same. Rutherford (2018) mentions multiple studies that point to the 

advantages of group work in course material retention. However, the outcomes may determine the best use 

of cooperative learning (Cohen, 2014). Certain outcomes such as memorization may not fit with group 

work (Cohen, 2014). Some problems require students to recognize a problem and apply a rule. The benefits 

of group work are more applicable to conceptual problems such as solving a challenging math problem or 

resolving an ethical dilemma. Group work seems especially useful in areas such as math (Cossey, 1997), 

science (Bianchini, 1997), and conceptual areas (Durling, 1976). Cohen (2014) suggests matching the 

pattern of working together with the learning outcomes.  

 

Preparation 

There are many ways to prepare students for group work. Peters (1998) suggests that we get students 

involved early in the semester, point out how group work is similar to student’s experience, show everyone 

respect, display trust in students, help students form relationships within their groups and give everyone in 

the group equal status. Cohen (2014) has suggestions to limit free riders. Make sure everyone has an 

individual assignment. Group goals contain individual assignments. Assign routine, well-defined tasks. 

Monitor performance throughout the semester. Conceptual learning requires the necessary resources, 

appropriate cognitive and linguistics skills, relevant information, and proper instructions (Cohen, 2014).  

Neville (2018) states that successful groups go through a learning sequence displaying acceptance, 

communication, decisions, productivity and control. He mentions the six hat concept where successful 

groups display information, intuition, optimism, creativeness and big picture thinking. Smith (1996) finds 

instructors need to specify the outcomes, make instructional decisions, explain the task, expect positive 

interdependence, monitor learning, intervene when needed, evaluate learning and help students process. 

Several preparatory games help to introduce group work. Games will help to improve 

communication, define group member roles, encourage ideas and establish trust. Games encourage talking, 

listening, asking, reasoning and reaching consensus (Cohen, 2014). Shipwreck is such a game. Imagine 

that your group is on a cruise ship near an island. Your ship is sinking. You can take one item to the island. 

From a list of eight items, which one should your group take? Cohen (2014) lists over ten other such warm 

up games. The purpose of the warm up game is to get students in a group used to sharing thoughts, listening, 

contributing, treating each other with respect and finally arriving at a conclusion. 

http://www.ijier.net/


International Journal for Innovation Education and Research   www.ijier.net   Vol:-7 No-10, 2019 

International Educative Research Foundation and Publisher © 2019    pg. 820 

In general, group work or cooperative learning has many potential benefits and many potential 

hazards. While most of the literature concentrates on grade school and high school students, some do 

represent college students. The following study seeks to bring the issues to light.  

 

Method 

Accounting Sample 

To improve learning in an introductory accounting class, group work was introduced in a Fall 2017 

accounting class. Students created groups of four to five people. Students reported a group name and group 

members. Students were to communicate and work together on weekly projects, compare answers and 

respond with the best answer. This class was the experimental group because it used group work. Other 

accounting classes were the control classes. Control classes did not use group work. All classes used the 

same book, homework, resources and quizzes.  

The financial accounting course has many objectives. Students learn accounting concepts and what 

accounting does. Students learn the language of accounting and the accounting equation. Students learn 

about assets, liabilities, equity, revenue and expenses. Students learn to construct financial statements 

including the balance sheet, the income statement, the statement of retained earnings, and the statement of 

cash flows. Students learn to balance accounts and bank statements. Students learn to diagram accounts 

such as inventory. Students learn to calculate amounts such a bond interest. Students learn to make 

decisions based on financial principles. Students learn to measure financial results using ratios.  

The work required was conceptual. Each chapter contained a different concept. Accounting also 

uses specific wording to describe the concepts. Students need to become familiar with the language. 

Students were required to learn a concept, become familiar with the wording associated with the concept, 

learn the format of the response and answer questions, create diagrams or solve problems using the concept. 

For example, students considered the accounting equation, assets equal liabilities plus owners’ equity. 

Students were required to read the concept in the book and follow the examples there. For example, what 

is the effect on the accounting equation when the business earns revenue? Does the business assets, 

liabilities or equity increase, decrease or have no change?  

Student also had weekly homework and quizzes from the text. Group assignments were required 

weekly. Several tests were concentrating on application of the concepts. An online project was required. 

Classes demonstrated the concept, solved problems using the concept, recorded transactions, created 

schedules and answered questions regarding the concept. Class time was devoted to groups working 

together on the weekly group assignments.  

Accounting classes can be difficult. Accounting is one of the one hundred lowest graded classes. 

There is a two-course sequence in this topic. The drop, fail, withdraw rate (DFW) at a major Midwest 

university is over 60% for accounting classes. Accounting classes tend to require a lot of work and a step 

up in difficulty over freshmen classes. The concepts are difficult to some students. Some students in the 

class were retaking the class. The instructor explained and demonstrated concepts and procedures in class. 

Homework, reading materials, videos, Learn Smart publishers video and interactive publisher’ slides were 

available or assigned as well. Tutors were available some of the time. The instructor had daily office hours. 
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The use of group assignments was to be an aid for students in completing the course. Every chapter has a 

video, which explained the concept and solved a problem.  

The use of groups also gave students another resource to help them learn the material. Students 

formed their groups. Students picked a leader, a secretary and a name for their group. They were 

encouraged to share contact information and choose a means to communicate.  

The instructions were for each student in the group to submit a solution to the weekly problems to 

the other members of the group. The groups would choose the best answer and submit it to the instructor. 

The instructor graded the problem and assigned a grade for the group. Problems were due on Fridays. 

Group work accounted for 10% of the grade.  

Group members also graded each member of the group. In the better groups, this worked well. 

Students gave realistic grades to each other. In the weaker groups, students tended to assign all the group 

members high grades whether they deserved them or not.  

Our goals were to help an individual students learn the material, alleviate student fears, help 

students overcome difficulties, encourage attendance, encourage communication, fight discouragement, 

teach students to work in teams and help students to socialize. To measure the goals, we tracked class quiz 

scores and DFW (Grades of D, failing grades, and drops) rates. We also surveyed students. All of the 

accounting sections submitted quiz scores. Some classes used group work, some did not. All of the classes 

used the same books, ancillary materials, and quiz banks. Instructors used different tests. Instructors usually 

assigned homework and quizzes from the same materials.  

The DFW rates are significant for several reasons. Our campus compares our results to a national 

average of colleges that admit 75% to 90% of student applicants. Our grade average is 2.43. Our DFW rate 

is 28%. Our freshman retention rate is 68%. Our eight-year campus graduation rate is 31%. All of these are 

below the national average for similar schools. National figures suggest that a 1% decrease in our DFW 

rate will increase our grade point average by 4%, increase our retention rate by 1% and increase our 

graduation rate by almost 1%. These are significant goals for our students. 

 

Finance Sample  

Another professor used small groups in Finance. He divided the class into smaller sections if the 

sections were too large. The professor assigned students randomly to groups.  Projects were assigned to 

each group. The first group completed the project and explained the result to the other groups. Groups were 

limited to three students. Groups were assigned at the beginning of the semester. Groups learned together. 

This keeps them accountable. Individual projects would not have worked as well. 

The instructor used this technique in an introduction to finance class (Principles of Financial 

Management) at a different university in 2017. The process was successful. Students seemed to enjoy 

getting into their groups. This would typically last for the better part of a 50-minute class period. 

During the following fall and spring, group work continued in an introduction to Macroeconomics 

course and an introduction to Microeconomics course. Both groups of students enjoyed group work. 

Students requesting more group work in the courses.  

In the following semester, the instructor introduced a new method by putting students into small 

groups and having each group work on a problem set which was due at a later date for homework. The 
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groups would then take turns explaining one of the problems from the assignment to the rest of the class. 

This helped keep them accountable and we were able to go around the room and see who was working on 

the assignment and who needed help. Our feedback suggested the students enjoyed this.   

 

Results 

            The results were encouraging in the Accounting samples. We examined DFW rates. The DFW rate 

in the group work class was 20%. The DFW rate in three other classes 37%, 22%, and 28%. The other 

classes averaged 29%. This was consistent with our hopes. We examined quiz grades. The group work 

class averaged 74% on their quizzes. The average quiz score in control group classes was 56%. Bases on 

ANOVA analysis the results were significant (F(157)= 8.76, p<.01).             

            Since this class is considered difficult, we surveyed students to see what they did if they could not 

solve the problems. We asked their first and second sources of help. The top answer was the text (first place 

57%, second place 31%). The second answer was peers or their group (first answer 21%, second place 

13%). Some students used Google to solve the problem (first place 18%, second place 25%). Other students 

used the videos (first place 3%, second place 31%).  

            Subsequent classes reported DFW rates of 27%, 21%, and 25%. The Fall classes had lower DFW 

rates. The Spring classes had higher DFW rates. We do not have comparative quiz results from other classes 

after the Fall of 2017.  

            The Finance sample did not track DFW rates, quiz or test averages. The main metric used was 

student satisfaction with the process. Students in this sample enjoyed the group work and asked for more 

group assignments. Students successfully learned the materials. 

 

Discussion 

Reasonable Results 

The results suggest that the Fall group work accounting class was successful. Subsequent 

accounting classes had good results but not as good as the initial course. Students who took the course in 

the Fall session had better results than students who took the course in the Spring. We looked at the 

literature to improve our results. These are our recommendations. 

First, we need to make sure that we are giving clear directions and demonstrating the concepts in 

class. Instructors need to be honest and open to student issues. All of the weekly materials including the 

book the assigned materials, available materials, videos, and notes address the concept and procedures the 

student needs. The instructor demonstrated the concepts and application and gave students a chance to work 

together. This was the first collaborative class for many students. 

It is important to be familiar with the research on group work and collaborative learning. The 

research points to ideal group size, group dynamics, and preparation. 

Next, we need to look at matching the concepts and application to corresponding problems for the 

group. The tests cover concepts and applications. We choose problems that covered concepts and 

applications. The group work needs to lead to the outcomes. 

Class games proved to be a good preparation for group work. Performing a class game encouraged 

class participation and group communication. The results must include responses and agreement from each 
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group member. This encourages everyone to participate. This also encourages groups to come to reach a 

consensus. Class games helped limit status issues. 

Certain students had issues accessing online materials because of internet issues or just lack of 

experience with cloud-based assignments. Those students needed extra help with tutors or visits to the 

instructor's office. Other students seemed to have trouble taking notes. We started posting notes along with 

the videos. 

            I had used little preparation in class to get students ready for group work. While groups were 

encouraged to meet, set up a means of communication and discuss the procedures; there was little work 

preparation. In the future, groups will perform an in-class prep game to encourage participation and 

communication. Shipwreck seems appropriate for college students.  

            Some of the students in certain classes did not do any work and relied on other group members to 

solve problems for them. Each group member can be given a specific assignment and problems can be split 

up between the members of the group. Each member can be given a particular part of the problem. Members 

who slack off are noticed.  

Another way to address this issue is to start with a problem that requires the group to answer 

individually and hand in each student’s responses. Students should vote for the best answer if there are 

differences.  This will alleviate the issue of group members covering for each other when they graded each 

other. 

            Having students grade each of their members did not always work. The better groups graded their 

students fairly. The weaker groups did not grade each other as well.  

            To encourage group members to participate, group assignments start slowly. The first assignment 

will be an individual assignment turned in by the group. Subsequent assignments are divided by group 

members. Students who don’t answer will receive no credit. 

            Accounting is a difficult subject. Some students have a difficult time learning the concepts and 

applying them to solve problems or create schedules. Some students do not have the time to complete the 

assignments and fall behind. Some students take the time to do the required work but fail to use ancillary 

materials to help them understand the concepts. Other students just drop out. The purpose of the group 

work is to give better students a chance to have a deeper understanding of the materials and encourage their 

study of accounting. The purpose of the group work for average students is to help them to have a better 

understanding of accounting, get a good grade and understand accounting principles in their careers. The 

purpose of group work for weaker students is to give them access to another avenue to learn the materials. 

Hopefully, marginal students will benefit from group work and improve their understanding of the learning 

objectives. 

            There are several limiting factors for this study. This study takes place at a high percentage of 

acceptance, commuter university. Results at other universities and with other demographics of students 

may vary. We assumed all of the accounting professors are the same. Professors vary. The final grades 

contained tests. All of the professors used different tests. Some professors used multiple-choice tests, some 

used application problem tests, and some tests may have been more difficult than other tests. The 

assumption is that all test was equally difficult. While all of the accounting professors used the same quiz 
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bank from the same book, not all may have used the same questions or the same degree of difficulty in the 

questions chosen.  Some test applications, some professors use test multiple-choice tests. 

            Because classes are different, some groups are not as successful as other groups. With better 

preparation, instructors should achieve better results and consistency. The way we lead students into group 

work could help us achieve better results. 

In general, the use of group work or cooperative learning in this study was beneficial. The DFW 

rate dropped increasing grades, retention and graduation rates. The quiz scores increased showing better 

understanding and demonstration of the concepts and problems. Students have another learning resource 

to help them increase their understanding of the learning objectives. Students learned social skills to help 

them in their careers. The study also pointed to the literature to improve group work in the future. 

 

Ten Steps to Better Group Outcomes: 

Check yourself first, are you open, accessible and familiar with the research. 

The concept can be difficult, make sure the task is simple and well defined. 

Prepare students with group work in class. 

Demonstrate the concepts and application in class. 

Make sure students understand the procedure and have all of the necessary resources. 

Encourage students to utilize the resources. 

Watch for status issues in groups. 

Start out requiring individual responses and group agreement. 

Provide resources addressing multiple learning styles. 

Monitor groups and encourage them. 
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