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Abstract

In attempting to give students the opportunity trknvon group projects with other students, yet
ensuring students receive the marks that they dasérve, a management strategy for dealing
with group work initially proposed by Ford and Moei(2003) was implemented. The present
paper discusses the implementation of this stravédyits positive and negative outcomes.
While good students were, not surprisingly, hampyeteive the marks they deserved and while
some of the benefits of group work were gaineddinere problemsthat ledto resentment and
hostility from some students. Suggestions for orprgthe strategy and an initial attempt to
implement the revised strategy are also discussed.
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Introduction

It is now well established that the IT industngrad with possibly every other industry, wants
graduates who are able to work effectively in gsmumd many university courses are conse-
guently now using group projects. Benefits of grawork are saidto include: higher order think-
ing (Cohen, 1994), increased communication andicbmianagement skills (Johnson & John-
son, 1996; Williams, Beard, & Rymer, 1991), as wallskills in teamwork, time management,
and interpersonal relationships (Koppenhaver & &ra2003). It has also been notedthat stu-
dents with limited skills can leamn from those witeater skills (Van Der Wver & Lane, 2003).
Unfortunately, it is also known that group projecaés lead to a plethora of problems (Hansen &
Hansen, 2007). The“free passenger” syndromectgrased as a major problem; with some stu-
dents putting in little effort, causing stress they team members yet, despite doing little or no
work, receiving the same mark as other team men(bBersl & Morice, 2003; Hasan & Ali,

2007). Academics might claim they are
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supervisor can see what is happening and has ther go do something about the problem.

With university project groups, academics are ofieinaware that someone is not working, until
another group member alerts them. To help overdbmproblem, Ford & Morice put forward a
management strategy for running group projectsietensity. This paper discusses an attempt to
implement the management strategy, which we willdanvenience call the Monitored Group
(MG) strategy. It will be seen that some aspettbe strategy were not possible to implement
(or at least it was realised that such implemeomatould lead to serious problems). It will also
be seen that, as hoped, many students were véayaeland thankful that finally their work was
being recognised but that, unexpectedly, some stsdgill became quite resentful and hostile.

The MG Strategy and Its Implementation

Ford & Morice (2003) wanted to provide a stratdgst twould provide conditions that were more
similar to those found inthe real world. Theyshieveloped a three-phase strategy using man-
agement techniques on a small scale:

“(1) theinitiation phasewhere an academic staff member, who acts as apgramager,” adver-
tises positions on projects, students apply fopbstions, and appointments are made;

(2) themanagement phasenhere the “group manager” and each group meet dicapto an
agreed schedule and where group members work aegdodcontracts; and

(3) thecompletion phasahere a “post-mortem” and individual marking (nabyp marking)
takes place. (Ford & Morice, 2003, p.367)”

The course chosen for implementation of the styatexs a course on user interface design; a
second year 13-week course with approximately 1&fests separated into 5 laboratory classes.
Students were initially briefed about how the grawgrk would proceed in the course. No stu-
dents complained and, in fact, some seemed veyyyhamut the strategy.

The Initiation Phase

Students were asked, for their first assignmeniviice a résumé that was laid out using certain
design principles. Given that the course was en ugerface design, this assignment was quite
appropriate. Students were asked not to include thal Grade Point Average and were advised
that their mark would depend on the layout of tfmimé, not the content. The idea, they were
told, was that students would be grouped accordirfgw well they laid out their résumé, not on
how well they had performed in the past. This @phaevas in line with Ford & Morice’s pro-
posal: “The aim of thénitiation phaseis to divide the class into effective groups that work
together well and that consist of members who aneesvhat comparable in terms of effort they
are likely to put in and where students are treatpally regardless of the posttion inthe ‘social
structure’ of the class (Ford & Morice, 2003, p.374

Students submitted their work and it became imntelgizlear that there were problems with this
plan for organizing students into groups. Fitsere were quite a few students who handed in
work that was totally unacceptable, whetherthrolagik of care or lack of ability or understand-
ing or problems with English. To form whole grougmnsisting ofthese individuals would
probably have spelled disaster for all membersil&¥hat might be justified for many ofthe
members, it was realised that some students maedkave tried and been motivated and might
even be able, if given the right circumstancesatide to improve throughout the semester. Sec-
ond, it was realised that if students were growabrding to the mark they obtained, then stu-
dents would be able to work out what kind of matien students in their group had ohtained.
While the course outline had indicated how groupsldibe organised and had been approved
and while no students had complained about thegsadpthe fear of students complaining about
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other people being able to work out their mark vesed. Third, while some students submitted
unacceptable work, the work of many other studeaisquite comparable and did not provide a
good basis for organizing groups anyway.

It was decided that students would be placed indoigs randomly, though making sure each
group consisted of people inthe same laborat@gscl Each group consisted of 4 — 5 people.
Making sure people were in the same laboratory ghmlped lessen the possibility of timetable
clashes of group members, a feature in line wiehideas of Ford & Morice (2003). Students
were informedthat the groups were being formedoamy and were told that many students had
written work of comparable standard, thus providitige basis for grouping.

The Management Phase

Ford & Morice (2003) noted that the major aim af thanagement phaseas to create good in-
formation flow between the academic and each grauphould ensure that the staff member is
very well informed of who is doing what. It shouatso give the students clear guidelines of
what is expected of them as valuable group meml{€msd & Morice, 2003, p.375). According
to Ford & Morice’s strategy, students would agree and sign, work contracts and would out a
schedule of meetings, with time sheets kept. Tioted that their strategy “should provide a
forum for students to admit the existence of cotgland attempt to reach aresolution” (Ford &
Morice, 2003, p.375- 356). According to their pgspd strategy, “Where a student does not keep
to a contract the Group Manager shodidmiss’'the student, replicating what would happen in
industry — inthis situation the student could egquired to do a project by themselves and be pe-
nalised 10%. T his would help alleviate the probtévat some students noted — that unlike in real
industry the noncontributors cannot be ‘sackeddr(~& Morice, 2003, p.375- 356).

From the outset, one modification was made to tirstegy proposed by Ford & Morice (2003).
While groups were to meet with the staff membéhatend of most laboratory classesto discuss
the progress of the group work, there were no eahtrsigned. It seemed somewhat burdensome
to do this and with students’ busy schedules; & mat clear how realistic a set contract would

be.

It was certainly true that the academic did feat thy meeting with groups most weeks, it was
more apparent than usual who was working and wrenaeg; that is, information flow did seem
toincrease. Of course, there were no doubt grodyese some problems were not identified, but
at least the academic had a better grasp of whouramg up to meetings and could see, first
hand, during explanations of what was being dorm seemedto know what was happening. It
was also clear, though, that information flow was as good as had been hoped.

One problem was that some groups never admittédhteee were any problems and yet it was
clear thatthere were. Typically,these groupslevoape with underperformers by some mem-
bers doing what they felt should be done and Igttive others who were not so eager just do
what they wantedto do. It was almost as thoughesgroups were acting astwo groups. Pre-
sumably the groups, under normal circumstancesldvemply end up putting all group mem-
bers’ names onthe submitted (presumably best, oomgplete) product. While non-workers or
under-workers were intially meant to be split frdme group, do the project themselves, and in-
cur a 10% penaly, this did not in the end seemmagr@ate. The main problem was that group
members often seemedto have different ideas atlat constituted reasonable effort. It did not
seem right to penalise people in a group that hdda high achiever who was doing a lot more
work than the others. Fortunately, in allthe gmthat seemed to have basically two subgroups
working separately, each subgroup consisted afaat kwo students. In all the cases identified,
the groups were split into two by the academic it no penalty incurred.
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There were some groups that did complain aboutr gifoeip members, but again it did not, in the
end, seem appropriate to give a 10% penalty tostugent. The problem was that one could say
that whether anyone complained about you or notmaie a function of who was in your group.
Thus, if you were an underachiever but working vatidents who kept complaints to them-
selves, you might be lucky, but if you were withdgnts not willing to complain, you would be
lucky. Again, it was fortunate that in groups waénere were complaints about members, there
was always at least two ‘workers’ and two ‘non-wend, sothese groups could also be split into
two groups by the academic, with no penaly in@irre

Goffee & Jones’s (1998) idea that an organizatiauture could be analysed in terms of its ‘so-
ciability’ (the needto have good relationshipshadther people) and its ‘solidarity’ (the need to
concentrate on thetask at hand) was clearly evid&me group members appeared to be more
concerned about keeping good relationships witlerdtdam members whereas others cared pre-
dominantly about the task at hand.

The Completion Phase

In line with the proposed strategy of Ford & Mor{@®03), there were only individual marks
given to students; there was no ‘group matkach group gave an oral presentation on their
work, focussing on the rationale for design deaisi®r their interface and on usability testing of
the interface. Allmembers were required to speatkeach person was given their own individ-
ual mark for their presentation. Each student hibto submit an individual report on the group
project, again focussing onthe rationale for desigcisions and usability testing. There were
two groups who had, near the end of semester,gmbmitt that one of their member's was not
working as expected. The group members were helaitit was too late for the student to be
asked to do a project by themselves, but that thelirof input would probably be reflected in
their presentation and report. One of these stgddid not do a presentation or report, and hence
received zero marks. The other did a presentariahreport but, knowing little about the ration-
ale for the design decisions, did poorly. Thereaweo groups where all members achievedthe
same marks for their assessment relating to thepgoomject. The range of marks for individuals
in groups could, and did, range from fail to higgtidction. There was one group where are-
guest was made by group membersto increase amotimeber’s mark because they felt his poor
performance was partly due to them not getting $amething on time ... and this mark was
consequently increased. The awarding of individuatks for a group presentation aboutthe
project and an individual report seemedto work eet there were no complaints with the final
marks given.

Assessment of the Management Strategy

It should already be clear that there was an olvimaed to modify the strategy once an attempt
was made to implement i, yet at the same timalitedhd to some positive outcomes. Student
feedback was given spontaneously, but was alsaneldt&y an email asking for feedback and a
normal university administered survey. The feelldaam students highlighted further positive
and negative features.

The Positives

Fair marks

It was clear from student feedback that the stusiBitthat marking was fairer under the MG
strategy. One student summed up her feeling s&jling:
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“It was very rewarding to receive a mark that | wasoud of becaise | knew
the work ... it finally feels as though you can regeiwhat you deserve”

Another said he believed the marking for this cewas the best way to proceed:

“l believe your marking fo[this course was the best. At the same ti |l was
doing another course with a bigger group and ourtega group mark was
brought down partially due to the lack of participian of some members”

Greater understanding of groups by the academic

A number of students made it clearthat they apptetthe fact that the academic had a good
grasp of what was happening and felt that the groopitoring went well. Thus, one student
said his group was happy with how the group wasiraoed and added:

“I have not heard other students complain that they wenehappy with the
handling of their group situations”

The groups who showed most appreciation were thiiteemembers who were not consideredto
be pulling their weight. In some cases where ti®a complaint and the students were split
into two groups, the complaining students saidliawed “thank you”. More importantly, thanks
were given by a high achieving student who was @faat group where a complaint haolt been
made but where the academic had recognised that was a problem and split the group. This
student noted that the academic was “tuned in"atwas going on and said:

“1did not actually complain but thankfully you werable to see the pb-
lem and split our group”

Less student stre ss

There were some groups who did not complain abdwatrs for not pulling their weight until it
was too lateto split groups. These students sdemteave trouble believing that the “non-
working” student would really get a different mdram them. This appearedto cause them
stress. However, once they were finally convinded the student could indeed get a different
mark and were unlikely to do well since they knamually nothing about the project, they ex-
pressed great relief. Of course, hard workingestt&lwho did complain about students who
wished to work less and who were split from thesathwere also under less stress than they
would have been if groups had remained intact.

Help given by very able students to less able stude  nts

It is possible that this positive feature is naétibtitable to the MG strategy per se, but to having
groups that consist of people of markedly differaglities, though with a willingness by all to
work hard. It was very apparent that some growgasdne or two students who were very compe-
tent and understood what was required to do agend project. Where the otherteam members
were less able, but were willing to work, the hettudents were sometimes able to ‘lift the
game’ of the less able students, partly by contigto insist that they wanted a High Distinction
and that everyone need to do more. For at lease sd these groups, the close monitoring by the
academic helped. In these cases, the academieatising the very different levels of compe-
tency, was able to suggest ways different indivglusuld contribute. Inthese cases, the good
students were pleased because they could see loutlibr students could ‘add value’ and the
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other students seemedto have a sense of achietvertihile it is hardto prove they had a sense
of achievement, it was easy to see their pleasureght they had done by their smiles. Van Der
Wver and Lane (2003) have also noted that withugraork, students with limited skills can
learn from those with greater skills. It woulesethat the MG strategy can facilitate this effect.
Then projects were one the whole betterthan ndyreapected.

The Negatives

Resentment of the monitoring

One student wrote on an evaluation that he resg¢hteahonitoring ofthe groups, saying he felt
they were treated like children that hadto be t@aky monitored. Another student stated that
students should be allowed to choose their ownpgr@amd sort out their own problems rather
than have the academic ‘harassing’ them to momit@ther people were putting in an equal
share.

Resentment for being split from a larger group

One student wrote on an evaluation that he gobeksivhen he and his friend were split from a
larger group because, as he pu i, in other cayrse never get taken out of a group even if you
are not doing any work! Although the remark isgibly (or should be) an embarrassment for
other courses, the resentment is still real antdhitdy a negative outcome of the MG strategy, at
least as implemented here. While some studentswesy pleased and relieved that they could
become a subgroup andno longer hadto work weHalger group, others greatly resentedthe
forced splt. Interestingly, it waaslwaysthe students considered to be hard working whe wer
happy with the split and the less hard working wiese unhappy. This istrue eventhough the
students did not incur a penalty and even whelag mot made obvious by the academic who was
considered not to be pulling their weight (where aould also say that there were really two
subgroups operating anyway). Yet, pragmaticabyiiig an environment where students are
resentful is not good.

Increased hostility towards the academic

There were four students who did not make statesradm ut resentment of monitoring or being
split from a group, but wrote what could only bealébed as hostile evaluations. These students
may well have been students who were split frompagor who resented monitoring, but that is
not known with any certainty. However, given thier students gave excellent evaluations and
that the academic involved had taught this padicaburse for about seven years and had taught
at the same university for twenty years and hadydvihad very positive evaluations and never a
sign of such hogtility, one can assume the hostiliid something to do with the MG strategy!

Discussion and a New Implementation

While it is true that it is rewarding to have gobdyd working, students tell you that they are
very happy with how the group work and marking weenaged compared with how it is man-
aged in other courses, it isnot pleasant to haea a few out of many students being so resentful
or even hostile. Any future implementations of M& strategy would need to be modified to
help lessen such resentment and hostility.

The same course asthat used to implement the NMt&gy has just been run again, though this
time in intense, summer, 3-week mode for a clagasb0 students. This course provided an
opportunity totryto address some ofthe problavitls the MG strategy. Consideration of the
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running of the summer intense mode offering caraaa platform for discussing the regular
mode offering.

It was apparent when attemptingto implement thestt@egy that splitting students into groups
accordingto marks on an initial assignment wasvigdtle. It was also clearthat fewer problems
would occur if students had more control over wies i their group. Atthe same time, past
experience suggests that allowing studentsto ehibtesr own group members can lead to prob-
lems; such as groups with limited perspective {daka Sutton, 1984; Muller, 1989) and groups
consisting of students no one else wants (Beam&to&, 1992). Thus, for the summer offering,
students were first given a ‘speed dating’ sessiavhich they moved from person to person
every two minutes, gettingto know them. They wiéren askedto number (in order of prefer-
ence) at least 5 students they would like to havbeir group (see Hansen & Hansen, 2007 for
another example of ‘speed dating’ to help form gg)u This worked well and is probably a very
good compromise between self-selecting and randseigcted groups. On the academic’s part,
the main problem isthat it can be difficult to kimbow to satisfy everyone. It would be easier if
students were asked to list, perhaps, at leasbBlpéhey would like to work with. As for the
students in the summer offering where ‘speed datiag used, they all seemed happy when told
of the group memberships.

It was also clear from the MG implementation disewsin this paper that the monitoring of
groups by meeting with each group most weeks asaissing whether there were problems was
sometimesresented. It was decided in the sumffexiragy to monitor groups less obviously.
Thus, instead of meeting each group most weekh, griaup member submitted a daily report,
outlining how the group had met, who was presehgtwhe group had done and why, and what
they personally had done. Each report was wortloR#te course. There were no complaints
about these reports or the monitoring of the grou@ course, there were only 20 students tak-
ing the summer course, so any conclusion mustrietiee, but the “daily” (or “weekly”) report
for 2% marks is certainly worthtrying with a largess taught in aregular 13-week mode.

Wasthere aneedto split groups in the summerindf@ Yes. Due to logistical reasons, one
“group” consisted of justtwo people, each of whioad put each other astheir first choice. It
turnedout that one of the students was very hajlieaing and hard working, the other less so.
Withintwo days there was a problem with the formstedent complaining about the latter and
saying he was very stressed about the situatibmas obvious they hadto be split. They then
worked by themselves, without penalty, and weréegabppy to do so. Unfortunately, this meant
they were no longer working in a group environmentobably no group should begin with just
two students, but unfortunately due to some loggdfproblems relating to the summer offering
this was hardto avoid. In a larger class, inll@gmode, it should be able to be avoided.

Were there any non-workers in the summer offeriryg%. There was one student who was not
contributing much to his group. This was obvioyshlis not comingto class for 2 days in a row
and by his name being absent from group meetintfeiaily reports. When he appeared in
class he was warned that he needed to turn ugse ahd meetings or would risk having to do
the project by himself and incurring a 10% penakle decided to withdraw from the class. In
circumstances where there are no daily reporteemopportunity to withdraw a student from a
group and penalise them, such a student may we# bidended the occasional meeting and class
and survived as a ‘free passenger. He may haaliseel that being a ‘free passenger’ was not
possible andtherefore withdrew.

As with the inttial implementation of the MG strgig there were no group marks, but only indi-
vidual marks for each person’s part in the growgsentation and for the individual report. Were
all students happy with their marks inthe sumnféaring? Atthis stage, students who took the
summer mode are only aware of a general graddé&irpresentation. One student seemed a
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little perplexed by the notion that group membarsld get different marks, presumably because
he has not encounteredthat before. He was tatdftetudents seem to have a better grasp ofthe
rationale behindthe interface design or could akpt better than others, thenthey would get
more marks. This was a student who received tiwesbmark in his group, although in factthere
was very little difference between the top andbb#gom mark and they were all somewhere in
the Distinction grade.

Overall, the second implementation of the MG styateas better than the first. Further, it was
once again satisfying to see students get the ntlagysdeserved and also to see how students
working in groups of differing ability could sonireies leadto a surprising amount of effort put
in by students who had ‘lited their game’ and waohieving great satisfaction from their efforts.

What Still Needs to be Done to Refine the MG Strategy?

The replacement of weekly meetings with short wenitteports was very successful and should be
continued. Not only was it a simple way of moniihgrgroups without students feeling like
‘children’, but it provided a way of giving quickefdback about the processes students were us-
ing to design their interfaces.

The ‘speed dating’ was quite successful and worth pugsuNot only did the students feel they
had some control who they worked with, but it pdiad a good opportunity for studentsto meet
new students and forge new friendships.

The use of individual marks seemsto be appreciatéalvever, there probably needsto be more
discussion about why students in a group mightivecdifferent marks and what could lead to

the differing marks. This could be done while disging real work situations; such as two work-
ers giving presentations to their supervisor diemt, or explaining somethingto a new work
colleague, and one worker doing a better job tharother. Whether it is because one worker
understands or knows more than the other, or whetie can just present the material better than
the other,the former is still more valued as apleyee.

The primary problem remains with managing the gsoufspart from having ‘speed dating’ to
allow students some control over who they havegnoaip and having the regular written reports,
a keyto increased opportunity for group succebsiang at least four in a group, with five being
even safer. Evenif a group of four or five isitgglach student at least has the experience of
working with someone else.

Conclusion

In a large class of about 150 students, when tisegup work, as in any real world situation, it
will probably always be the case that some prolkdeises. The MG strategy does seem to give
relief to hard working students as they can gentlaek they deserve, while still having the bene-
fit of working with a group. They knowthat thegrcget the mark they deserve and that if an-
other student is not giving all their effort thérey may be removed from the group. Stress for
them isrelieved. For students who would normb#yfree passengers,’ the situation might not
be as good. While it istempting to say too bag’ needtotryto motivate these students more.
That, in the end, would be a way of avoiding praide Perhapsthat is something that must be
kept in more in mind.

One could wonder whether we should just give upmviding students with group projects.
Such a solution would meanthat students miss¥ben things went well with groups where
the MG strategy was implemented, some marvelloingithhappened. Apart from good students
feeling satisfied and less stressed, there werg nmatances of lesser students ‘lifting their
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game’ and showing great pride intheir accomplishtisome receiving grades they had never
received before, and due to their own effort, frofpdy by riding on the ‘coat-tails’ of others.
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