
Group Work in Higher Education 

 

1 

 

International Journal of Education Sciences (IJES)  
Received on 06. 11. 2013/16. 01. 2014  
REF. NO. IJES-397  
(Always refer our Reference No. for all correspondence) 
Using Group Work in Higher Education:  A South African Case Study 
P.E. Green, C.K. Dongwe and L.M. Hodgson 
Durban University of Technology, South Africa 
  

Using Group Work in Higher Education:   
A South African Case Study 

 
P.E. Green, C.K. Dongwe and L.M. Hodgson 

 
Durban University of Technology, South Africa 

 
Address for Correspondence:  
Dr. Paul E. Green 
Durban University of Technology 
PO Box 101112, Scottsville 
Pietermaritzburg, South Africa 3209 
Telephone: +2733 845 8804 
Fax: +2786 531 1069 
E-mail: Paulg@dut.ac.za 
 
KEYWORDS Teaching methods  Action Research Learning Groups  Students’ Perceptions 

 

ABSTRACT Higher education in South Africa is challenged by students from different 

schools ranging from well-resourced schools to those that are highly impoverished.  

Historically, the nature and application of course content lacked integration and working in 

teams was a rare component of the learning and teaching process.  This case study explores 

the effects of introducing group work to a group of first year students at a university in South 

Africa. Using a qualitative paradigm, the study adopts an action research approach whereby 

60 participants engaged with lecturers over a 3-year cycle. The findings reveal that although 

students displayed positive perceptions towards group work, students still require academic 

support when asked to work in groups. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 

South Africa became a democratic country in 1994 yet the education system is still in the 

process of addressing the imbalances of the past.  Higher education, in particular, needs to 

deal with students coming from different schools having unequal resources. “In the past, 
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syllabi were not integrated and working in teams was rarely part of the process. In fact, it was 

considered as cheating (Pretorius 1998). The challenge in higher education today is to bridge 

the gap caused by the pre democratic government and achieve transformation in learning and 

teaching.  This challenge requires professionals from higher education to continuously reflect 

on their current teaching methods and implement innovative and effective ways of teaching 

in their curricula.  

The idea for conducting this research stems from the teaching method that is currently used to 

lecture the subject, Business Administration I, at the Durban University of Technology. The 

teaching method currently employed in this particular subject is the traditional lecturing 

method.  Students sit and listen to lectures four periods a week (the duration of each period is 

fifty minutes).    In those four periods a week, lecturers present the material to students and 

students must then absorb the information as it is presented. This has been the situation year 

after year. However, some research indicates this may be problematic:  “Various studies on 

attention levels during a 50 minute lecture reveal that during the first 10 minutes attention 

levels are high, but as the lecture proceeds, attention levels drop and continue to do so if 

students are not actively involved in some way” (Fry, Ketteridge & Marshall 1999).   

As lecturers in the department we became interested in critically reviewing our own roles as 

lecturers and researchers in this particular subject.  It was imperative that we came up with 

ways of making teaching and learning more fun, meaningful and innovative and found more 

effective ways of teaching.   This would be achieved by constantly engaging with our 

methods of teaching through action research in order to improve our own practice.  It is 

against this background that group work was piloted and evaluated as a teaching method. 

 

RESEARCH PROBLEM 

 

To investigate students’ responses to the introduction of group work as a teaching method in 

Business Administration I at the Durban University of Technology. 

 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

 

The objectives of this paper are: 

 To determine the perceived benefits of using group work as a teaching method. 
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 To investigate the perceptions of the students using group work in Business 

Administration I. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Good classroom practices should stem from carefully researched theories.  Educators are 

therefore faced with the responsibility to tell the truth in their research” (Bennet et al. 1996).  

It is important for educators to link theory with what happens in their classrooms on a day to 

day basis.  This study drew on theories related to Teaching and Learning in Higher 

Education, Active learning, Group work, Deep learning, Surface learning, as well as 

Experiential learning and Constructivism which the study was aiming to put into action in the 

Business Administration I class at the Durban University of Technology. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

There are different terms which are used to describe group work; e.g. co-operative learning 

(although some books use this term to describe experiential learning), active learning and 

teamwork. According to Barnes, Ernst and Hyde (1999) “A group is more than people who 

happen to be doing the same thing at the same time in the same place; to be a group, people 

must have some connection, some way in which they come together (either literally or in 

their minds) with a common aim, purpose, or function.  This defines the boundary of the 

group, separating it from the surrounding environment of which, nevertheless, it is a part”. 

 

From the above definition it can be noted that people who “happen” to be doing the same 

thing are also considered as a group, for example, people standing in a queue inside the bank.  

However, this definition does not serve as a good indicator of group work in higher 

education; it will mislead lecturers into thinking that students who just happen to be doing the 

same thing at the same time are considered as a group.  Lecturers still need to facilitate group 

work by giving students proper goals to work towards.  When introducing group work in 

higher education, it should not be a matter of arranging students together, but they must be 

given a meaningful task to achieve.  As mentioned by Van Rheede Van Oudtshoorn and Hay 

(2004) “A group can be described as a group of five to seven participants with a collective 
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goal in mind”.   The use of group work is becoming increasingly common in higher 

education.  Group work allows students to pool knowledge and skills (O’Sullivan et al. 

1996). These participants can either be same sex groups or mixed sex groups.  Reynolds 

(1994) mentions that single sex groups may sometimes see each other differently as 

compared to mixed sex groups; therefore, people will behave differently in single sex groups 

as compared to mixed sex groups.  

Using group work in higher education has many benefits such as developing students with 

good communication skills, who are critical thinkers and developing students who are able to 

socialise with other people.    Maree and Fraser (2004) define learning as a constructive, 

cumulative, self-regulated, goal directed, collaborative, and individually different process of 

meaning construction and knowledge building.  Learning involves the construction of 

information in the memory rather than the exact transmission of information.  This is also 

emphasized by Jacobs, Gawe and Vakalisa (2000) in that cooperative learning is a way of 

teaching in which pupils work together to ensure that all members in their groups have learnt 

and understood the same content.    Jacques (1991) states that a group exists when there is a 

collection of people with a collective perception, needs, shared aims, interdependence and 

interaction. Group members have collective perceptions, the same needs, shared aims, 

interaction and cohesiveness. 

According to O’Sullivan et al. (1996), there is an overlap between the meanings of a team 

and a group.  In this study, the term group will also include the notion of a team. Learning 

groups such as those used in a classroom, tend to be a combination of work groups and teams 

(Nina and Brown 2000).  Members are peers working together to acquire knowledge and 

skills and each member contributes.  Small group discussion provides the opportunity for 

students not just to engage in discussions regarding the subject content  but also to create a 

social ‘family’ to which they can assimilate and become identified with.  It could be said, 

therefore, that an important function of group work in higher education is to enable students 

to know enough about themselves and others and to enable them to work independently and 

yet co-operatively within a team.  This depends primarily on how the educator uses group 

work.  “Group work is a form of socialisation in which the teacher allows his pupils to work 

towards common objectives in groups, the intention being that they will influence each other 

for the good and learn both for and from each other” (Avenant 1990). 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This research took a form of a case study, which started as a mini project; it then became 

informed practice which was carried out over a period of three years. “The goal of a case 

study is to put in place an inquiry in which both researchers and educators can reflect upon 

particular instances of educational practice” (Freeboy 2003). In this instance, the case is the 

Business Administration I class at the Durban University of Technology, Riverside Campus. 

The study took the form of a two cycle action research project which started in 2010.  We 

implemented a group work project for the first time with students registered for the subject 

Business Administration I in 2010.  The process was evaluated at the end of the 

implementation of the project and recommendations were made for future implementation.  

Recommendations were received from students’ responses to questionnaires and from our 

own observations.  “A case study is more than a story or description of an event or state.  As 

in all research, evidence is collected systematically, the relationship between variables is 

studied and the study is methodically planned” (Bell 1999). 

 

 The project was again implemented in 2011 with another group of students but within 

the same subject as the previous year.  Improvements were made on the areas identified the 

previous year. 

   

 The year 2012 provided an opportunity to look back over time and examine the 

findings obtained in the first and second cycle.  In this particular year, we looked at the long 

term implications of exposing students to group work projects with particular reference to 

their learning.  

 

Sampling 

 

The sample size was: 

 

 All 60 (sixty) students registered for the subject Business Administration I in 2010. 

 All 60 (sixty) students registered for the subject Business Administration I in 2011.  
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 A convenience sample of 9 (nine) students (out of 40) registered for Business 

Administration III in 2012 (who had originally been part of the 2010 cohort).  These students 

were invited to participate in this study and they were told that only 10 (ten) students would 

be interviewed. Therefore, the first ten students who indicated their interest to participate 

were selected.  

 

 The students who were selected to participate in the study in 2010 and those who 

participated in 2011 were chosen because they would have been exposed to both individual 

and group work in that particular year.  The nine students from the original 2010 group were 

invited to participate in the study in 2012 because they were part of the original 2010 

respondents.   We wanted to assess whether their perceptions of group work had changed 

over the years.  Our challenge was that this method of teaching had never been used at the 

Durban University of Technology when lecturing this subject.  We wanted to explore 

students’ reactions to group work as a teaching method. 

 

Data Collection Methods 

 

The methods used to collect data were: 

 

a) Participant observations during the implementation of the group work project in 2010 

and again in 2011. 

 

b) Questionnaires to students after the implementation of the group work project in 2010 

and again in 2011. 

 

c) Focus group interview with students who studied Business Administration I in 2010 who 

at that time were studying Business Administration III during 2012. 

 

Participant Observations 

 

We used participant observations to observe students from the first day we told them that we 

were going to start a group work project for the first time in Business Administration I.  We 
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did not use any structured observation schedules for this because we wanted to put our 

observations on paper as they occurred, describing exactly how we felt and thought at that 

particular time.  We were making notes during the process as we wanted to observe problems 

experienced by students whilst working in groups and reflect on what was happening to 

students at the beginning of the group work project and what was happening whilst they were 

working in groups.  However, upon reflection, we noticed that it is difficult to observe one’s 

own classroom because one must be a lecturer and a researcher.  We had to facilitate and 

evaluate presentations so that at the end of the presentation we were in a position to stimulate 

discussions with students regarding that particular topic discussed by presenters.  We also had 

to provide feedback on the presentation itself so that the next group to present would learn 

from their peers.  Due to the roles that we had to fulfill in the classroom, we did not take as 

many notes as we intended.  We got too involved in the evaluation and monitoring of the 

presentations and, therefore, did not concentrate on observing as we originally planned.  On 

the contrary, if we prepared an interview schedule, we would then observe only those 

‘anticipated behaviours’ listed on the schedule and might miss other important issues. 

  

Questionnaires 

 

An open ended questionnaire was administered to students involved in the first cycle (2010).  

Advantages of using open ended questionnaires are that they allow more freedom of 

response, are easier to construct and also permit a follow-up by interview (Fraenkel and 

Wallen 1993). This open ended questionnaire was used to obtain students’ perceptions of 

group work after they were given a chance to work in groups.  The same questionnaire was 

again administered to students who were involved in the second cycle (2011) after they had 

worked in groups; they were then asked to document their own experiences.  Students 

enjoyed the opportunity to write down what they liked and what they did not like about a 

particular teaching method.  Most of the time, the student’s ‘voice’ is not taken into 

consideration in our teaching. As lecturers we tend to teach the way we want to teach whether 

students are happy with it or not. 

 

Group Focus Interviews 
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We did not want to use observations and questionnaires only as a method of obtaining data.  

We wanted to hear students’ experiences of group work from their own voices. Interviews are 

an important way for a researcher to check the accuracy or verify the impressions he or she 

has gained through observations (Fraenkel and Wallen 1993). We used a semi-structured 

focus group interview in 2012 to find out from students who were part of the first cycle in 

2010 who were in 2012 doing their final year towards their qualification, whether their 

perceptions of group work had changed through the years and how being exposed to group 

work in first year, affected their learning in the three years that they had been at the 

institution. De Vos et al. (2005) state that the guided interview is ideal for obtaining 

comprehensive and comparable data.  Focus group interviews are group interviews which are 

a means of better understanding how people feel or think about an issue, product or service.  

They are used to obtain information in a shorter period of time than in individual interviews 

(De Vos et al. 2005). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Observations 

 

Observations were conducted daily from the beginning of the group work process.  At first 

we noticed that students were nervous and worried when we told them that they would be 

working in groups, they were not certain if they would enjoy the process since they were used 

to working as individuals.  Students were also not certain whether they were going to be able 

to find the information on their own because they were so used to relying on lecturers 

providing all the information needed in this particular subject.  Students did not have the 

confidence in themselves to trust that they could take charge of their own learning. 

   

Although the classes were dominated by females, when students were dividing themselves 

into different groups we found that some were male only or female only groups. We did not 

disturb this because we wanted students to be as comfortable as possible in their groups and 

to enjoy the process. It is important to understand what happens when working in a group in 

the absence of members of the other sex (Reynolds 1994).  
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As the presentations started taking place, students started to feel at ease.  They understood the 

process and were also looking forward to listening to their classmates present that particular 

topic in class.  All groups were asked to give a presentation of a particular topic that they 

were researching, in order to get their classmates involved in each other’s work and to 

achieve a broad perspective on the topic (Van der Horst and McDonald 1997). We noticed 

that the presentations went very well; students were interested, learning, asking questions, 

stimulating interesting debates and taking notes as well. They also informed some of the third 

year students in the department, that they were doing presentations for the first time in 

Business Administration I.  Four third year students came to us and asked for permission to 

sit and listen to the presentations.  This motivated us to notice that what we were 

implementing was interesting and fun for the students.   The problems that we observed from 

the presentations were that some students were just reading to their classmates.  They were 

not thoroughly prepared for the presentations.  Another problem was that there was a lack of 

respect amongst students, for example, if their classmates asked the presenter a question, the 

presenter would be rude when responding to that question. 

 

Students’ perceptions of group work 

 

Following the process of action research, two cycles of plan, act, observe and reflect were 

implemented.  The findings in the first cycle indicated that students need to be given more 

support when asked to work in groups as it is sometimes difficult for them to look for 

information on their own.  Problems identified by students included things such as the 

difficulty for them to meet in groups because they live at different places.  Another problem 

experienced by the students was that they were finding it difficult to complete the evaluation 

form used to evaluate presentations. Although this was explained to them at the beginning of 

the process, they were still confused. Another major problem was that some group members 

were not contributing to the research that had been undertaken.  As a result, some students 

had to do more work whilst others were not contributing.  Despite these problems 

experienced in the first cycle, students enjoyed working in groups and we also learnt more 

from reflection on our action research as we had to come up with solutions to the problems 

identified in the first cycle. 
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Table 1 categorizes the students’ perceptions of the benefits of working in groups as 

identified by students who were part of the first cycle in 2010.  These categories emerged 

from the students’ responses to the open ended questionnaire given to them at the end of the 

group work process.  Although this was a class of 60 students, when the questionnaire was 

administered there were only 44 students in class (N = 44).  This could be associated with the 

fact that the questionnaire was given to students towards the end of the term. 

 

Table 1:  Students’ good experiences of group work recorded in their own words       

(2010) 

 

ACADEMIC SOCIAL PEER LEARNING 

Easy and interesting topics 

given to us because they 

were also part of the 

syllabus. (n=8) 

  

This was a good learning 

experience; very exciting. 

(n=1) 

 

We were given a chance to 

share ideas. (n = 5) 

 

Students are more 

productive when working 

in a group. (n= 1) 

 

 

 

I like the fact that we were 

given a chance to divide 

ourselves into groups. We 

worked hard because we 

were working with the 

people we knew. (n= 10) 

 

Improved good 

relationships between 

students. (n= 8) 

 

We all respected each 

other  

(n= 2) 

 

At first, I was scared in my 

group, but I fitted in very 

well. (n= 1) 

We learnt to communicate 

with different race groups. 

Easy to find information 

when working with others. 

(n=3) 

 

Different people working 

together; you get to know 

your classmates well.  

(n=4) 
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(n= 1) 

 

 The second cycle worked better as we were more experienced as facilitators in 

facilitating the group work project.  Students were excited with the method used to evaluate 

the presentations in the second cycle.  This method was more fun and informal since all 

students were involved in evaluating a particular presenter; it was not a matter of choosing 

one member per group to evaluate presentations, as was done in the first cycle.  Due to our 

involvement in the second cycle and due to the fact that we did not lecture second years in 

2011, we did not have sufficient time to monitor students who were part of the first cycle to 

identify if they were better in linking the two major subjects and if they were better in linking 

what they have learnt in first year to what they were learning in their second year.  The 

following table outlines the students’ (N=47) good experiences that were experienced in 2011 

obtained from a questionnaire given in 2011 which was similar to the one given in 2010. 

 

Table 2: Students’ good experiences of group work recorded in their own words (2011) 

 

ACADEMIC SOCIAL PEER LEARNING 

Share information, share 

ideas and knowledge.  

(n=7) 

 

Assessment of 

presentations was fair; we 

got what we deserved.  

(n=5) 

 

I like groups of six 

because we could further 

divide ourselves into two 

and allocate tasks (n=2) 

 

It is a way to get the work 

Working as a group is very 

interesting (n=2) 

 

Gives us a chance to 

understand each other’s 

weak and strong points. 

(n=3) 

 

Brought students closer.  

(n=3) 

 

We learn to communicate 

with other people. (n=3) 

 

 

We learned to listen to 

each other’s views. (n=1) 

 

Everyone had to contribute 

and cooperate. (n=1) 

 

Worked well together.  

(n=2) 
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done faster and enjoyably. 

(n=2) 

 

A group presentation is the 

best oral presentation I 

have ever done.  Knowing 

that your friends are 

standing next to you whilst 

you are presenting ‘makes 

you not to be shy’. (n=3) 

 

Group work taught me 

how important it is to 

listen to each other, taught 

me time management and 

to be organized. (n=2) 

 

Everything in this process 

was really helping students 

a lot; especially it was 

easier to learn the 

accounting section.  

(n=3) 

 

We must do presentations 

more often; it helps you 

not to be shy. (n=1) 

 

This was a very good 

experience for me; it was 

my first time working in a 

group. (n=4) 
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It was interesting to look 

for information on your 

own without having to 

wait for the lecturer each 

time to give you 

information. (n=4) 

 

 

Findings obtained from the Focus Group Interview 

 

At this stage, we wanted to reflect on the whole process of exposing students to group work 

in the two cycles.  The second reflection then included asking third year students who were 

part of the 2010 group to again reflect on their exposure to group work in the three years of 

their studies.  This was also to identify whether these students still held the same perceptions 

of group work as they did in 2010.  The following table outlines the students’ good 

experiences of group work as obtained during the focus group interview which took place in 

October 2012. For the interview schedule, there were 9 respondents (N=9). We felt that it was 

not relevant to give a number to each response, as all nine responses were captured from all 

nine participants. 

 

Table 3:  Students’ good experiences of group work in their own words (2012 focus 

  group interview) 

 

ACADEMIC SOCIAL PEER LEARNING 

The idea of choosing the 

people to work with is 

great. 

We were given 

responsibility for our own 

learning. 

 

Groups worked as teams. 

 

Improved communication 

between classmates 

You get help from other 

students when you do not 

understand the topic. 
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Given a chance to be able 

make decisions.  

 

You get more information 

when you look for it 

yourself unlike taking only 

what your lecturer tells 

you. 

 

You get a better 

understanding of that topic 

when you struggle to get 

information. 

 

We get to share ideas and 

information. 

 

You get experience of 

being a leader 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

As educators we need to be careful when we make claims regarding students’ academic 

performance.  This needs to be researched at a deeper level. It also raises a question of 

whether group work is more effective for certain types of students and, if so, what types of 

students? 

   

We had to reflect on what needed to be changed and make the necessary adjustments for re-

implementation in the second cycle. It is recommended that lecturers planning to use group 

work use the action research principle of implementing, evaluating, reflecting and re-

implementing until this type of teaching and learning works for all parties.  The responsibility 

of making group work effective cannot be placed in the hands of the lecturers only.  Students 



Group Work in Higher Education 

 

15 

 

must also have a “say” about what they like and what they do not like.  Within reason, we 

must be able to explain to them why we are doing what we are doing in the classroom. 

From the observations, it was noted that students become uncomfortable at the beginning 

with the concept of working in groups.  With careful motivation and guidance, they become 

more relaxed, start to enjoy the process and participate more in the discussions in class.  

When implementing a group work project, it is important to explain to students the whole 

process involved so that they can also know what is expected of them. It is also important to 

have systems in place to monitor the process. A checklist will serve as a valuable tool for 

students to keep track of what is expected from them and what is still outstanding. 

It was evident that students benefit considerably from working in groups.  They develop a 

range of skills that they will need in the business environment in order to be good South 

African citizens (Becker 2005).  We need South African citizens who are able to work 

together, respect each other and acknowledge the diversity in this country.  It was interesting 

to notice that the benefits experienced by students with regards to group work were also 

benefits noted in the literature.  In future, it will be interesting to look at the group 

membership in more detail and determine which factors contribute to the group performance 

taking into consideration things like gender, age, and previous friendships. 

 

 There were also long term implications of group work noted in this study.  Students 

were more confident in doing their third year presentations due to training they had received 

in their first year.  The other long term implication as mentioned by the participants in the 

focus group interview was that students stayed friends with those students that had been in 

their groups during their first year of study.  This means that when group work is introduced 

earlier, as soon as students enter the tertiary environment, it assists with social cohesion in 

their academic years and beyond. The action research process is an ongoing process.  The 

results of this study also corroborate with similar studies undertaken by Fearon, McLaughlin 

and Eng (2012) and Popov et al (2012).  We are interested in tracking these students in 

industry to see whether having exposure to group work prepared them well for future 

employment. 
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