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Teaching Insight: Designing effective 
collaborative learning experiences 

Why collaborative learning? Collaborative learning is an instructional method where students work together to 
achieve a shared goal, usually in the form of a project (Gokhale, 1995). At university, group assessments and 
activities that teach and encourage teamwork are considered forms of collaborative learning. There is high 
employer demand for university graduates with the ability to collaborate (Hansen, 2006). Students find 
collaborative learning helps develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills, and increase their 
preparedness for assessments. They also appreciate diverse personalities and learning styles as elements of 
successful team work (Frame et al., 2015).

A summary of strategies shown to be effective in designing and supporting collaborative learning is presented 
below. 

SETTING UP TEAMS 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….....

Allocating students into groups for assignments is not the same as developing collaborative teams. Consider these 
insights when initiating teamwork in your unit: 

 Teacher-assigned or student-assigned groups? Student-assigned groups promote higher levels of intrinsic
motivation, classroom community, enthusiasm to work collaboratively, greater confidence in their team members’
abilities and efficient conflict resolution. However, teacher-assigned groups have proven to be more task-oriented
and efficient in accomplishing group goals, with lesser degrees of conflict compared to student-assigned groups
(Chapman, Meuter, Toy, & Wright, 2006; Ciani, Summers, Easter, & Sheldon, 2008).

 Groups of four students is optimal in generating diverse and creative ideas. Students are more likely to perceive
their peers’ participation as higher when in a smaller group (Burke, 2011; Kooloos et al., 2011).

BUILDING TEAMS 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….....

Team building activities are helpful in developing trust within collaborative learning settings. This exercise by Ahuja, 
Srivastava and Padhy (2017) incorporates activities around Tuckman’s four stages of team building: 

 Forming: students create a team name and a ‘war cry’ to develop a collective identity.
 Storming: students compete within and across teams in a fun activity (e.g. a short quiz, card game) so they begin

to feel a sense of belonging to their team.
 Norming: Each team is stranded on an island and must discuss and agree to their top 5 items to survive. Watch for

processes teams use to come up with their list.
 Performing: Team members work together to design and create a costume for a team member from various

materials (e.g. toilet paper, foil, fabric). After the activity, ask students to reflect on their strategy, difficulties they
anticipated and planned for, and what worked well.

SUPPORTING TEAMS 
………………………………………………………………………..........................................................................

It is one thing to design and build a team, but it’s another thing to strengthen teamwork skills for when students are 
exposed to new challenges over the semester. You may like to implement these strategies in your classroom: 

 Scaffold collaborative learning across the semester. In week 1, get students to form groups, perform icebreaker
activities and establish a team contract (Shaw et al., 2015).

 Embed group work and group learning activities within weekly course content to strengthen students’ collaborative
skills and to help them retain course content (Shaw et al., 2015).

 Provide time in class for teams to work on their tasks. You can facilitate meetings and provide support where
necessary, whilst also encouraging group members’ accountability over their tasks and meeting deadlines (Page &
Donelan, 2003).
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 Acknowledge that each student approaches your class from their own perspective, past experiences and
aspirations. Ask students to reflect on their strengths, their areas for improvement, and what they want to
achieve in your class. Design collaborative tasks to match their current knowledge and skill level (Fry, Ketteridge
& Marshall, 2009).

MANAGING AND LEVERAGING CONFLICT
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….........
Conflict is often framed as disruptive, and a contributor to negative group experiences. Conflict, however, can be 
functional. Here are some strategies to manage or leverage conflict, depending on the situation: 

 Developing a team charter is useful in reducing dysfunctional conflict. This outlines agreed-to-rules to guide
collaboration and decision-making. Teams should consider complex issues that could arise in their groups, so they
can develop guidelines to address these possible conflicts if they emerge (Byrd & Luthy, 2010). Review this
document overtime to ensure teams can be flexible to changes (Page & Donelan, 2003).

 Teach students about productive conflict, not just how to resolve it. Sometimes, conflicts over tasks can stimulate
creativity and innovation. For example, ‘controversy training’ can encourage students to promote and explore
diverse viewpoints in a psychologically safe and positive environment (O’Neill et al., 2017).

ASSIGNING GROUP ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………...............
Personalities can affect social and task cohesion, and overall group performance (van Vianen & De Dreu, 2001). To 
reduce personality clashes and the incidence of social loafing, you might like to consider the following: 

 Employ a ‘role-assignment’ exercise so students can assume clear roles and reduce social loafing or duplication
of tasks. Possible roles include: leader, timekeeper, gatekeeper, social-emotional leader, project coordinator,
researcher and writer (Page & Donelan, 2003).

 After students have worked in their assigned roles for a while, get them to switch their roles with other team
members. Doing this will encourage social loafers to participate, help students understand and adapt to their
team members’ different working styles, and recognise how each role has an important contribution to the team
(Page & Donelan, 2003).

FOSTERING MULTICULTURAL GROUP WORK 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….......
Multicultural learning fosters and enhances intercultural communication skills, challenges cultural stereotypes and 
prepares students to work in international climates (Medved et al., 2013). Read these tips on supporting 
intercultural learning and diversity:  
 Encourage students to identify and discuss their similarities in terms of common interests, attitudes, values and

behaviours as this helps create a sense of belonging (Medved et al., 2013).
 Create environments of ‘productive cultural diversity’ - students could elect a ‘facilitator’ in their group to assure

every member feels safe to express their opinions and views and allow for all voices to be heard (Medved et
al., 2013).

PROVIDING ‘REAL-WORLD’ EXPERIENCE 
…………………………………………………………………………....................................................................
When students work on tasks relevant to real-word situations they are more likely to hold more positive attitudes 
towards team work and team effectiveness (Hansen, 2006). Here are some examples of authentic tasks you can 
adapt for your students:  
 Design ‘half-way house’ activities where students collaborate to complete a task on behalf of a real client

(Sachs, Rowe & Wilson, 2016). Invite the client to deliver the project brief to students so they can see how their
work is relevant to real-life business problems (Patrick & Fletcher, 2008)
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 Simulate the workplace environment in the classroom. RMIT University has transformed the classroom into a
financial trading floor with three in-class games to introduce finance students to the concepts, jargon and
mechanics of professional finance, supported by online financial market simulation games (Sachs, Rowe &Wilson,
2016).
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