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The research 
Over the last three decades there has been a shift in higher education pedagogy from 
teacher-centred learning to student-centred learning (O’Neill & McMahon, 2005).  This is 
premised on the view that student-centred learning fosters deep learning and 
understanding (Hannafin, Hill & Land, 1997; Lea, Stephenson & Troy, 2003).  However, 
which student-centred learning activities enable this is debated (Baeten, Kyndt, Struyven & 
Dochy, 2010).  One activity gaining agency is group work, which is purported to develop 
deep-learning and understanding as well as encourage collaborative practice.  In turn there 
is debate how the context in which group work is implemented can achieve these outcomes 
(Baeten et al., 2010; Lea et al., 2003; Khosa & Volet, 2013).  In this presentation we describe 
a group work paradigm we have implemented in a compulsory undergraduate Research 
Methods paper for health science students.  Traditionally, health students show little 
interest in the topic so limit engagement.  Consequently, they are ill-prepared to cope with 
evidence-based practice.  To compel engagement and increase understanding the paper 
was redesigned to be process-based with a group work component culminating in a shared 
summative assessment. Group work was supported by weekly two-hour tutorials with a 
tutor and a wiki site for online communications. Contrary to expectation, collaborative deep 
learning and understanding was not always observed.  Some groups demonstrated 
cooperative strategic behaviours focussed on obtaining passing grades rather than engaging 
in discussion and debate underpinning deep learning.  The challenge for the academic staff 
is to redesign the learning context to foster collaborative deep learning and discourage 
cooperative surface learning.   (256 words) 
 
Relevance 
Universities are coming under increasing pressure to produce graduates with transferable 
skills that prepare them for the workplace.  These skills include, good communication skills, 
logical and critical thinking, as well as adaptability to change (Tertiary Education Strategy, 
2014-2019, p10).  With increasing numbers of students being encouraged to enter higher 
education, the challenge for academic staff is to provide a learning context that enables 
these skills to develop.  Increasingly, more programmes of study are introducing group work 
on the premise that it requires communication within groups to achieve goal oriented tasks.  
Furthermore, it provides an economy of scale for accommodating the increasing student 
numbers.  Thus students learn from each other through collective knowledge, engaging in 
peer review and self-reflection. These practices improve communication skills and agility in 
thinking, providing a foundation for adaptability to change. However, our experience is that 
group work, of its own, does not achieve the desired outcomes.  Therefore, new thinking 
around group work is required to underpin it with a structure that shapes the necessary 
behaviour to facilitate the desired outcomes.  Furthermore, development of an assessment 
process for determining whether group work has enabled good communication skills, critical 
thinking, as well as adaptability to change is required if these are indeed the skills required 
for success in the future workforce.  (211  words) 
 
 



Structure of session 
1. (~ 10-15 mins) Present the problem and the question/s to be addressed. 
2. (~ 20-25 mins) Split into groups of 4-5.  Provide materials to storyboard possible 

components/exercises that can be incorporated into the study context to address the 
problem.  Small groups tend to encourage more people to contribute, thus increasing the 
pool of possible ideas. 

3. (~20 mins).  Regroup to present ideas/scenarios for discussion.  This phase will utilise one 
person as facilitator and another as recorder.   

4. Post conference collated material will be distributed to all participants expressing 
interest. 

(90 words) 


