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Helping students to work in groups 
Writing in groups gives students vital practice to prepare them for many 
professional situations. However, that doesn’t mean that group writing 
tasks are easy for students – or for you. This guide helps you facilitate 
good student group writing. 
 
 

1. Setting up the groups 
You might want to arrange students in groups yourself, particularly if 
each group needs people with a pre-determined range of skill sets (for 
instance, if each group needs at least one person who can program in C, 
or who has read a particular novel in the past). Alternatively, you may 
want to assign groups based on students’ schedules; if group members 
share the same time when they can all meet, more favorable 
writing/project outcomes might result. 
 
2. Provide a rationale 
Why are you having students work collaboratively? If you want them to 
learn teamwork, if sharing varied perspectives is important, if 
collaborative work practice is important preparation for their careers, or 
if there are other reasons, tell students. Transparency not only helps 
students make their peace with group work, it also helps point out to 
them what you hope they gain from it (which, in turn, makes them more 
aware of that goal so they can consider it in their choices and in their 
work). What’s more, you might want to include that reason in the 
learning objectives for your course. 
 
3. Fair and square 
It’s important to aim for an assignment in which all group members 
contribute equally. You can try one or more of these approaches: 
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• Group contract: Have each group together write a group contract 
that specifies how they will work, when they will meet, and which 
group member is responsible for which aspect(s) of the project. If 
problems arise, refer students to their contract (which should 
also specify their plans for handling problems like non-productive 
team members, team members who fall ill, and so on). 

• Contribution report: Require students to submit a contribution 
report when the text is due (and ideally once more at the midway 
point of the project). The report should specify what work the 
student did, including planning, research, and editing.  

• Assign both individual and group grades: The finished product 
should hold together as a coherent whole, and thus receive a 
group grade. But consider building in individually graded 
components to allow for more fairness (such as in cases where 
the final writing project is strong but one or more group members 
did not contribute equally). 

 
4. Create a series of milestones 
Treating writing as a process, and setting several deadlines for different 
parts of a task, helps students keep pace when working individually, and 
it works well for groups, too. If there is a submission date for a project 
idea to be reviewed by you, then separate later dates for a paper outline, 
a rough draft, and a draft for final peer review, then the work of the task 
is spread out over time and the workload kept regular. It also means 
that, if there are non-productive students in any group, you have more 
chances to find that out when there is still time for the student to change 
their behavior and contribute. 
 
5. Reflection encourages introspection 
When the task is done, consider asking students to reflect on the 
teamwork aspects. What went well, and why? What did not work well, 
and how might they avoid such pitfalls in a future group task? Students 
will take more away from the group project if they consider how to 
capitalize upon what they have learned about teamwork. 
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