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Introduction and Context 
 

As educators, our responsibility extends beyond merely training students for effectively 

working in peer groups; we must facilitate project-based learning opportunities in such a way 

that allows students to ultimately appreciate the value of teamwork, to personify a 

collaborative spirit, and to obtain the critical aptitude for deciding how and when to deploy 

teamwork in practice settings to maximise its potential. This form of embodied learning is 

particularly germane within the creative disciplines, based as they are on pedagogies of 

learning-by-doing and interpersonal structures (Cossentino 2002). Accreditation of 

architecture degree programs within the US, UK, and Australia, for instance, all include 

teamwork skills as essential graduate capabilities (Abbasi and Tucker 2016). To position the 

subsequent review of teamwork literature and the details of this research study, the remainder 

of this section provides some context into the study’s disciplinary and institutional dynamics. 

 
 

For this year-long study at a UK-based school of architecture, we considered teamwork 

through a holistic perspective: as a thread woven through the first-year university-level 

curriculum, traversing course modules and project types. The expectations of university 

students have expanded beyond a focus on gaining skills and knowledge to encompass their 

broader study experience. As incoming cohorts continue to grow and diversify, coordinating 

teaching and learning activities at the subject or year level is an increasingly complex 

challenge (Tregloan et al. in press). Additional considerations like student wellbeing add 

further complexity to the coordination task. The students who participated in the study 

consisted of more than 200 first-year undergraduate students, the 2018 incoming cohort for 
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both the Architecture and Interior Architecture and Design (IAD) courses. The two courses 

share a curriculum for most of the first year, and this study was designed to correspond with 

this period of transition prior to any substantive disciplinary bifurcation. The premise of the 

research study was that, while collaborative learning experiences can be viewed as inherently 

valuable, they can also impact on a range of important student experience metrics. The sense 

of community ostensibly instilled by well-designed teamwork activities was intended to yield 

further positive outcomes, including higher levels of engagement and increased retention, as 

well as teaching and evaluative strategies that can be applied to future first-year curriculum 

design. The primary aim of the study, therefore, was to evaluate the collective impact of 

teamwork activities and how the structuring and coordination of such activities might 

improve the first-year student experience. Multiple data collection methods at two points 

across the academic year focussed on obtaining meaningful student perspectives towards 

teamwork. The study ultimately was intended to yield results that could inform a more 

coordinated approach to the first-year induction program and design projects, as well as more 

tailored teaching and assessment strategies that respond to student feedback. 

 
 

Whereas induction to university life can be challenging for any incoming student, the ‘culture 

shock’ of initial exposure to design studio pedagogy often contributes to feelings of 

confusion and frustration, and thus potential disenchantment and disengagement (Lueth 2008, 

121-5). On the other hand, the informal collaborative spirit that is a hallmark of studio-based 

learning demands a certain level of student engagement. Integrating a more formal structure 

of teamwork opportunities was intended to help build an intra-cohort community and combat 

inconsistent levels of student engagement experienced in recent years. Incoming cohorts of 

students at this particular institution and department represent a wide range of cultural and 

educational backgrounds; although the vast majority of students enter university having 
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already experienced academic group work, it represents a major source of anxiety and 

frustration. The idea of teams spanning curricular modules was intended to foster self- 

reflection amongst students, as well as a sense of mutual responsibility and peer support, 

while establishing the facilitating role of tutors as opposed to role model or expert. This 

approach to collaborative learning, as a means of promoting a sense of belonging, can thus be 

understood as a response to broader calls for embedding student mental wellbeing support 

into the curriculum (Houghton & Anderson 2017) and, within architecture specifically, 

fostering supportive learning environments through intentional learning design (Thompson & 

Song under review). 

 
 

For the present study, across the year, team-based activities were designed to range in terms 

of group size, format and duration. This was intended to offer students a variety of team- 

based experiences, while also reflecting the notion that ‘teamwork is a dynamic, 

multidimensional construct with a multitude of definitions’ (Riebe et al. 2016, 620). In some 

cases, students were allowed to select their own groups, whereas in other cases groups were 

assigned by tutors, either randomly or based on academic performance. As educators, our 

objective was for each student a) to recognise, for each mode of working, its pros and cons 

when facing particular situations and b) to develop a critical view towards teamwork— 

appreciating the many benefits of working in groups, while also understanding legitimate 

challenges and limitations. The first-year induction program included a group project in 

which students were randomly assigned to groups who were then tasked with building and 

testing the flying capabilities of kites along the seafront. This activity thus involved applying 

design and technology themes but in a ‘low-risk’ and informal context with minimal input 

from tutors. Once the first semester officially commenced, the first group project for the core 

Technology module was ‘Make and Break,’ in which each team built a bridge or tower based 
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on structural rules of thumb, then tested structural behaviours and analysed structural failures. 

Meanwhile, in the core Design module, students could elect to work in pairs to document 

their journey to the seafront by producing an expressive map of their sensory experience. 

This exercise constituted an introduction to the most substantial, cross-module project of the 

first semester: a four-week independent task to design a reimagined beach hut for the local 

community. After submitting this independent work, teams were formed and tasked with 

selecting one of their member’s designs to develop together in their Technology module in 

the second semester. 

 
 

At relevant points in the first semester, lecturers presented best practices for working in 

teams. However, students were largely granted the freedom to operate in groups as they saw 

fit with minimal oversight or accountability mechanisms. Generally, groups were expected to 

work together in the studio spaces during timetabled sessions, at which time they could check 

in with their tutors. Submission requirements for each project, however, implied further 

coordination between group members would be necessary, whether it be synchronous or 

asynchronous interaction. 

 
 

Our assessment strategy was to primarily emphasise engagement, reflection and process in 

first semester rubrics, then shift towards an emphasis on conceptual understanding and design 

quality for the second semester. In most cases, how well students worked in groups—either 

their relative quantified contribution to the overall group’s output or the quality of their 

contributions to group planning, coordination and decision-making efforts—was not 

assessed. Group members were either given the same mark as each other or specific artefacts, 

claimed by individual or multiple members, were assessed individually. This approach was 

taken consciously on our part, in the beginning of the year and the beginning of the course 
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curriculum, to reduce the compounding anxieties that come with group work and assessment. 

For the second semester group project, the longest and most involved of the year, group 

marks were adjusted for individual students following self- and peer-assessment procedures. 

A self-assessment/declaration sheet was introduced, which facilitated intra-group discussion, 

negotiations and communication of individual contribution to the project. 

 
 

We approached both our teaching strategy and the research study with an understanding of 

the ideal design studio as a ‘community of practice’ that embodies the features of ‘situated 

learning’ (Lave & Wenger 1991). In this perspective, a first-year design studio experience 

can be understood as novice students coming into close contact with tutors/practitioners and 

more advanced students, interacting in professional-like scenarios and adopting the traits 

considered as most valuable by their discipline. This learning theory, long accepted as 

aligning with signature pedagogical practices in the design disciplines, emphasises learning 

as an interpersonal endeavour: ‘Communities of practice are groups of people who share a 

concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly’ (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner 2015). Integrating teamwork into the 

curriculum, therefore, is not merely intended to be about ‘learning’ certain skills for how to 

best work in groups; it also is about supporting the formation and transformation of 

professional identities, both for individuals and the collective cohort. This helps explain the 

focus of the research study on capturing student perspectives at a deeper level, rather than 

using factors like marks, attendance or questionnaire results to measure a set of experiences 

that plays such a fundamental role in the curriculum and personal development. In addition to 

this methodological exploration, the practical aim of the study was to evaluate first-year 

students’ attitudes towards teamwork activities as a way of informing the structuring of 

collaboration across subjects. 
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Literature Review 

 
As teamwork became gradually normalised within higher education curricula, employers and 

professional bodies have adopted the assumption that ‘graduates will be able to work 

collaboratively and productively in teams as soon as they enter the professional workforce’ 

(Riebe et al. 2016, 620). Collaborative learning activities are consistently put forth as primary 

paths for achieving a range of graduate attributes or generic skills. In addition to these drivers 

external to higher education, arguments for expanding and improving teamwork opportunities 

have also been linked to commonly accepted educational theories, including social 

constructivism and communities of practice, as discussed above. Advocates for collaborative 

learning have also positioned pedagogical approaches associated with teamwork as a means 

to effectively respond to institutional shifts across higher education contexts, such as 

increased cohort size (see, for instance, Dunne & Rawlins 2000). 

 
 

Scholarship on the topic of academic teamwork tends to relate the offering and design of 

group-based learning opportunities to student performance and engagement. Studies from 

within professional and/or creative fields, where project-based teamwork is considered 

especially fundamental to employability and lifelong learning, confirm this relational aspect 

of teamwork (see for example Alford et al. 2014, Ettington & Camp 2002, Hynes 2015, 

Marin-Garcia & Lloret 2008, Russ & Dickinson 1999, Webb & Miller 2006), as well as its 

potential for supporting student wellbeing and identity development (Author 2017). An oft- 

noted key obstacle to the implementation of teamwork activities within curricula is the issue 

of student perceptions towards working in groups (see Brooks & Ammons 2003, Pfaff & 

Huddleston 2003, Chang & Brickman 2018, Burdett 2003, Bailey et al. 2015, Rudawska 

2017, Blignaut & Venter 1998). Emerging from this set of studies, the most significant issues 
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raised by students concern ‘freeloading’ and notions of fairness; the reproduction of power 

dynamics; and challenges related to group formation, particularly when cohorts include high 

disparities of skills and/or engagement levels. 

 
 

Despite the general consensus regarding the potential benefits of academic teamwork 

amongst academics and professional bodies, the mixed perceptions on the part of students has 

persisted for decades. Even studies designed specifically to address student concerns, as with 

Alford et al. (2014), did not result in improved student attitudes or engagement. Indeed, this 

raises a deeper question: might the nature of teamwork within academic contexts warrant 

reconsideration for how student ‘satisfaction’ informs teaching and learning design? In 

reviewing literature on the affective dimension of education, Jeong et al. (2019) conclude, 

‘emotions play an important role in the whole teaching-learning process’ (218). They go on to 

posit, 

Thus, in order to foster positive emotions in the students, and therefore causing a 

positive impact in the learning process, the course should be designed considering 

teaching strategies and instruction methodologies that contribute to control and 

regulate the students’ affective dimensions [involved] in the learning-teaching process 

and foster students’ favorable attitude (218-19). 

This raises a key factor involved in the relationship between students’ emotions and their 

learning experience: self-efficacy, or ‘the confidence a person has to think that they can do 

what they have to do’, which ‘is related with the students’ motivation, performance and 

ability to develop their academic and professional interests and goals’ (ibid., 219). Elsewhere, 

Tregloan et al. (under review) propose a framework for approaching learning design— 

comprised as a trifecta of delivery, interaction and assessment activities—as supported by 

coordination efforts and with the dual aim of achieving learner engagement and belonging. 
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This interrelated framework challenges simplistic conceptions of the relationship between 

learning and student satisfaction. It also challenges assumptions about the traditional role of 

the educator as being limited to delivering expertise, to consider the curation and facilitation 

of the holistic student experience. Finally, what it also implies, and what the present study 

explores further within an architectural context, is that collecting student perspectives in a 

meaningful way is critical to improving teaching and learning quality and requires a 

sophisticated approach. Eliciting responses with sufficient nuance and contextual depth 

ostensibly requires moving beyond Likert-scale questions, for instance. Particularly for first- 

year students, notions of ‘satisfaction’ can be diverse across the cohort and fluid over time. 

As architecture students acculturate to disciplinary learning environments and practices, 

feelings of trepidation and apprehension are common (Cuff 1991). Yet rather than teachers 

dismissing these emotions as immature, or attempting to avoid them by excluding stressors 

like teamwork from the first-year curriculum, engaging students in critical conversation about 

the multi-faceted nature of collaborative work, as discussed below, can foster a space for 

transparency and mutual empathy between academics and students. As Boling et al. (2020) 

note, studio-based learning can be a painful process for students and one that requires an 

empathetic approach: 

Rather than distancing ourselves from our students’ pain, addressing them as whole 

persons while they learn requires recognizing their pain, acknowledging that we have 

set up the circumstances for creating it, and constantly assessing how much of it is 

productive versus that which we could and should work to eliminate. This requires 

almost constant examination of what we are doing, what we expect to accomplish, 

and what assumptions we are making about the studio (1874). 

The present study attends to this call, through exploration of both research methodologies and 

learning design. 
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Methods 

 
Emerging from within the institutional and disciplinary context described above, the present 

study was designed to build upon the lessons from relevant literature. Having devised a 

structure of teamwork activities across the year, we sought to capture student perceptions 

towards various dimensions of team-based learning and examine how these changed over the 

first-year curriculum. This section will include further discussion of the data collection and 

participant recruitment process followed by reflection on other methodological factors 

considered. 

 
 

This study considered the perceptions of first-year Architecture and Interior Architecture and 

Design students towards group work as a fixture of their learning process. A mixed-method 

data collection approach gathered student perceptions in two ways: quantitatively across the 

entire cohort and qualitatively in small groups. The former included two rounds of online 

questionnaires and the latter two invited focus group sessions. In order to capture how group 

work is perceived and interpreted by students under different study modes (i.e., project 

commencement and interpretation of brief versus developmental phase versus submission 

phase, etc.), the data collection process was intended to align to key stages in group projects. 

Thus, the first round of data collection, including the first questionnaire and focus group 

session, took place in December, less than three months into the academic year and following 

a number of short, group-based activities. The second focus group session was then held in 

March and the second questionnaire conducted in May, closer to the final point of assessment 

at the end of the academic year. The multiple data collection points allowed us to measure 

changes in student perception across the year, thereby eliciting insight as to how and when 

group work was viewed as an opportunity or a threat and why. 
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The cohort-wide questionnaires each included ten questions about perceptions and 

approaches towards teamwork and learning environments (see Table 1). In addition, we asked 

a series of optional demographic questions regarding respondent identities in terms of gender, 

citizenship and ethnicity. 

Question Possible Responses Questionnaire 
Prior to arriving to university, 
had you worked in groups in a 
school setting? 

Yes, on at least 5 occasions. 
Yes, but just 1-4 occasions that I can 
remember. 
No, never. 

1 

Which of the following 
describes the nature of this 
pre-university group-based 
experience? (tick all that 
apply) 

Design/Making 
Problem Solving 
Researching/Investigation 
I can't recall 
Other 

1 

So far, you have engaged with 
a number of group work 
activities in first year. What is 
your perception of group work 
in terms of it providing you 
with satisfying and meaningful 
learning experiences? 

Very positive 
Somewhat positive 
Neither positive nor negative 
Somewhat negative 
Very negative 

1 and 2 

How has your perception 
towards group work changed 
since the beginning of this 
academic year? 

I have a much more positive perception. 
I have a somewhat more positive 
perception. 
It has not changed. 
I have a more negative perception. 

1 and 2 

Which of the following group 
work-related skills do you 
think improved significantly 
over the course of this 
academic year? (tick all that 
apply) 

Working with others 
Leadership skills 
Verbal communication skills 
Graphic representation skills 
Design and problem-solving skills 
Professionalism 
Time management 
Understanding of structures/technology 
Self-reflection skills 
Other 

 

Lately, how much time per 
week do you tend to work 
alone in the studio space 
outside of timetabled sessions? 

Not at all. 
1-3 hours per week. 
3-5 hours per week. 
5+ hours per week. 

1 and 2 

Lately, how much time do you 
tend to work with fellow 
students in groups in the studio 

Not at all. 
1-3 hours per week. 
3-5 hours per week. 

1 and 2 
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space outside of timetabled 
sessions? 

5+ hours per week.  

Besides the studio space, 
where else do you tend to 
work on your coursework? 
(tick all that apply) 

At the university library or other campus 
buildings. 
In other spaces in the architecture 
building. 
In coffee shops or other similar spaces 
around town. 
At home (either a residence hall or 
elsewhere). 

1 and 2 

Which way of working do you 
find leads to the most 
satisfying and meaningful 
learning experiences? 

Working in groups during timetabled 
sessions. 
Working alone during timetabled sessions. 
Working in groups outside of timetabled 
sessions. 
Working alone outside of timetabled 
sessions. 
Alternating between several of these ways 
of working. 

1 and 2 

Which way of working do you 
find leads to more productivity 
or better outcomes? 

Working in groups during timetabled 
sessions. 
Working alone during timetabled sessions. 
Working in groups outside of timetabled 
sessions. 
Working alone outside of timetabled 
sessions. 
Alternating between several of these ways 
of working. 

1 and 2 

In terms of feeling welcomed, 
respected, and socially 
supported, how would you rate 
your sense of belonging in the 
architecture studio spaces? 
(rate on a scale of 1 to 5) 
What about the studio space or 
the atmosphere of studio 
makes you feel this way? 
(open text box) 

1) I feel uncomfortable or like I don't 
belong. 
5) It is a space in which I feel as though I 
very much belong. 

1 

Which way of forming groups 
led to the most productive and 
effective working outcomes? 

Being able to choose my own group 
members 
Having tutors assign groups 

2 

Which of the following 
assessment strategies used for 
group work do you think is 
most fair? 

Assigning one mark per group based on 
the overall outcome 
Assigning marks for each group member 
based on peer evaluation of individual 
contributions 
Assigning marks for each group member 
based on individually submitted artefacts 
Other 

2 

Rank the following aspects of Quality/amount of contributions from 2 
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group work based on which 
you find most challenging. 
(1=most challenging, 5=least 
challenging) 

fellow group members 
Quality/amount of feedback from tutors 
Logistics of scheduling time to work as a 
group 
Producing work that is up to my own 
personal standards 
Fair assessment 

 

Table 1: Questions and possible responses for two rounds of student questionnaires 
 

You have worked in groups on at least four projects this year already. To refresh your 
memory: 

a. You built and flew kites in small groups for the Induction Week project; 
b. You mapped the local context in pairs; 
c. You built bridges or towers in groups for the Make and Break project; 
d. And now you are working in pairs to analyse a house for your Autopsy project. 

I’d like to hear from you: which of these projects were the most meaningful learning 
experiences? And why? [Prompt if needed] Was it the size of team, the type of project, the 
length of project, etc? 
Since the beginning of this academic year, how has your perception of group work changed? 
[Prompt if needed] Have you gotten more comfortable working in groups? Grown tired of it? 
Can you talk more about what you consider to be the benefits of working in groups? What 
skills do you learn while working in teams? Does working in groups encourage you to be 
more productive? Does it help you get to know your studiomates better? 
What about the drawbacks of group work? What kinds of skills are better developed by 
working independently? Are there times when teamwork just seems not worth it? 
[Unless assessment was covered in the previous responses] Do you have concerns about 
assessment when it comes to group-based projects? Do you believe that working in groups 
allowed you to achieve a higher mark than you would have working independently? 
How do you think team-based projects prepare you for working professionally? What kinds 
of group work do you imagine occurs in design firms? Now I’d like to talk more generally 
about your experience of working and being in the studio spaces. How do you find the 
atmosphere of studio as a learning environment and as a social environment? Do you feel 
welcome and productive in this space? Why or why not? 
Table 2: Protocol for first focus group session 

 
Now that you have completed your project developing the design and technology of a beach 
hut, I’d like to hear you describe the experience of working in a team on a project of this 
kind. [Prompt if needed] How did you actually collaborate as a group? On which aspects did 
you work together as a team versus splitting up tasks and working independently? 
What kinds of collaboration seemed to work best for your group? And when I used the phrase 
‘work best’, how did you interpret this? In terms of productivity, creativity, enjoyment, 
quality? 
Having completed the Design and Technology phases of the project, how did the beach hut 
project change your perception towards teamwork? [Prompt if needed] Is your perception 
now more positive or more negative than before? Why? 
In the last session, you discussed certain skills that are required for teamwork to be effective. 
Do you think your teamwork skills improved since the beginning of this academic year? If so, 
how? Which skills exactly? 
The Technology portion of the project incorporated a marking strategy tailored to working in 
groups; do you believe this strategy encouraged groups to work professionally? If yes, how? 
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[Prompt if needed] Has the marking strategy affected your perception of group work? If yes, 
how? 
What are your views toward future opportunities to work in teams in the School of 
Architecture? [Prompt if needed] What are you excited about versus apprehensive about? 
What are your views toward opportunities you might have to work in teams in a professional 
context? [Prompt if needed] What are you excited about versus apprehensive about? 

Table 3: Protocol for second focus group session 
 
 
 

Study Participation 
 

Links for the two rounds of online questionnaires were sent out to via email to the entire first- 

year cohort. The two questionnaires yielded 65 and 43 respondents, respectively. Based on 

the number of students actively participating in the curriculum at each of these two points of 

the year, response rates were roughly 33 per cent in both instances. Respondents also tended 

towards identifying as female (54 per cent), White (74 per cent), and having domestic 

citizenship (85 per cent) when compared to the overall cohort’s demographics (48 per cent, 

63 per cent, and 66 per cent, respectively). As anonymous responses were deemed essential 

given that the researchers were also their tutors at the time, we were unable to correlate 

questionnaire responses to metrics like attendance or academic achievement. 

 
 

Students invited to participate in the two focus group sessions were limited to studio 

representatives, who were elected by their peers to represent their studios in various 

administrative tasks throughout the year. Of the 16 first-year studio representatives invited to 

the focus group sessions, twelve participated. Audio-recorded sessions were facilitated by a 

university staff member who was not associated with the School of Architecture. These semi- 

structured discussions covered students’ experience of group work activities undertaken 

throughout the year; the benefits and drawbacks of working in teams; the experience of 

working in groups according to different teaching models; and the impact of teamwork on 
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assessment and marking processes (see Tables 2 and 3). Following transcription of each focus 

group session, we identified four major themes discussed below. 

 
 

Results 
 

This section is organised by methodological approach, with qualitative results from 

questionnaires being followed by quotations from focus group sessions. Ninety-seven percent 

of respondents claimed to have worked in groups in an academic setting prior to arriving at 

university, and more than 70 per cent had done so on at least five occasions (see Figure 1). 

Thus, students seemingly entered the curriculum with preformed opinions towards teamwork. 

Although respondents noted a more positive perception towards teamwork in December than 

when they started at university (Figure 2), these responses shifted towards more negative by 

the end of their first year (see Figure 3). 

[insert Figure 1] 
 

[insert Figure 2] 
 

[insert Figure 3] 
 

Results also showed that the majority of students believed that the most satisfying and 

meaningful learning experiences, as well as the most productive, consisted in alternating 

between several different ways of working (see Figure 4). Conversely, group work outside of 

timetabled sessions appeared to offer the least satisfying and meaningful experiences (see 

Figure 5). Working alone outside of timetabled sessions increased in popularity as the year 

transpired. 

[insert Figure 4] 
 

[insert Figure 5] 
 

Aligning with past studies, respondents also preferred to select their own group members (see 

Figure 6) but have work assessed individually (see Figure 7). Each of these preferences 
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suggest the centrality of individual agency in the minds of students. Again, the anxiety 

surrounding free-loading peers appeared as a strong force, likely compelling students to 

prefer conditions under which they can decouple themselves from potentially disengaged 

group members. 

[insert Figure 6] 
 

[insert Figure 7] 
 

In open-ended responses to questionnaires and in focus group sessions, student participants 

articulated a set of benefits and challenges associated with collaborative learning experiences. 

Although these align with those identified across previous studies, they are notably wide- 

ranging and nuanced for first-year students in that they covered multiple dimensions of team- 

based projects, including group behaviour, learning, socialisation and professional 

development. Major themes, as interpreted from participant responses, were as follows: 

1. Working in groups is valuable as a way of gaining exposure to diverse perspectives 

and approaches. 

2. Group work is understood as good preparation for professional life, yet the two realms 

are acknowledged as having inherent differences. 

3. The value of group work is acknowledged, but concerns remain about free-loading 

students. 

4. Developing interpersonal and leadership skills is important but challenging—and 

often feels incidental. 

 
 

Below is a discussion of each of these four major themes with associated quotations from 

student participants: 

1. Working in groups is valuable as a way of gaining exposure to diverse perspectives and 

approaches. 
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Students expressed a high level of clarity when it came to valuing group work along multiple 

dimensions beyond a superficial notion of ‘student satisfaction.’ In particular, they 

emphasised the value of collaboration as part of the design process, specifically when it 

involves brainstorming and crafting of physical artefacts: 

‘If I was working alone, I would only be thinking in one direction. And then you work 

for somebody who thinks in a different way. And this brings out more ideas.’ 

‘People think in different ways, so you can get ideas from them that you would have 

never thought of if you were working on your own.’ 

‘You all have different ideas. You all have different views on different things. Yes, 

someone might be against what you have said, but you see a different perspective on it.’ 

‘It makes you more ambitious to aspire for higher.’ 
 

Thus, through their experience working in groups, students valued the way in which 

teamwork led to a wider range of ideas and approaches, and therefore better overall 

outcomes. Other positive traits of group work were unrelated to the design process or the 

physical outcomes per se, but rather were about the sense of belonging or social connections 

that formed between group members: 

 
‘I think we prefer to work in the group as we would feel a bit lost when we first 

started.’ 

 
‘What I like about it is that I had the opportunity to see other’s work...We could share 

our ideas. See how they draw, etc. It brings me together with people who I might not 

have chosen to socialise with.’ 

This resonates with a past study on the role of collaborative design learning in fostering 

architecture student wellbeing and a sense of belonging (Author 2017). For some students in 
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the cohort, the notion of ‘learning’ can feel secondary to opportunities for forming 

meaningful friendships or interacting with students outside their closest group of friends. This 

helps explain why some students even voiced their appreciation for tutors ‘social 

engineering’ team membership as a way of breaking up cliques of friends that had formed 

early in the first-year experience. 

 
 
 

2. Group work is understood as good preparation for professional life, yet the two realms 

are acknowledged as having inherent differences. 

In this particular context of courses tied to specific design professions, the notion of 

employability carries significant weight. It evidently serves as a lens through which students 

interpret their experience of working in groups and how this may or may not translate to their 

imagined futures working in the design professions. Several students argued that voicing 

dissatisfaction about certain aspects of group work was in fact short-sighted, as even 

‘negative’ experiences could be interpreted as good preparation for professional practice: 

‘It’s not that everyone gets along in the work place, [so this] just prepares us to get on 

with it and go with it.’ 

 
‘In the work place, you don’t choose who you get to work with. So, we may as well be 

put in groups with people who we don’t know as well because that is what we’re going 

to have to get used to in the future.’ 

 
However, others were quick to counter that the context of higher education and the working 

world were inherently different in terms of motivation and in ways that impact social 

relations: 



18  

‘Sometimes people don’t take uni very seriously, but the real world is obviously 

different. In a professional environment…people are working hard, they’re getting paid, 

they’re doing something they enjoy.’ 

 
Indeed, this contradiction that students identified—that collaborative work is meant to mirror 

a professional context that uses different forms of gatekeeping and accountability—lies at the 

heart of many challenges faced by those of us designing group-based curricula. The fact that 

first-year students were able to identify and articulate this contradiction in a focus group 

setting is significant. It also raises the question about whether and when staff should frame 

group work within this contradictory context, thereby addressing it in a more direct manner. 

 
 

3. The value of group work is acknowledged, but concerns remain about free-loading 

students. 

Several student participants communicated that certain drawbacks of team-based activities 

had a considerable negative impact on their experience. In particular, they identified a 

number of interrelated challenges when working in groups comprised of students with 

mismatched approaches to group work, including equity in contribution, managing 

expectations, dealing with interpersonal relations and achieving fairness in assessment. 

‘Teamwork is a good idea because we can learn from others. But in order to have that 

we have to be paired with someone who is as passionate as you, and it is not always the 

case.’ 

‘I have never really liked team work. It always ends up going pear-shaped… I always 

feel, once you include another person, you are relying on [them] and trusting them with 

your work.’ 

‘Not everyone contributes to group activities, which is unfair on those who have to do 

the rest of the work.’ 
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‘Out of six people only two people were building [the model]. So, we gave them the 

task of doing the [analysis] sheets. But even for that, they also asked us for help. So 

basically, only two of us did all of the work, and they got the mark for it. I don’t think 

that’s fair. It was really hard to arrange meetings with them and to get together with 

them.’ 

‘In group work, there are lots of positives with bouncing around ideas and combining 

knowledge. But also, there are a lot of disagreements. You can end up arguing with 

people and that’s when you just think to yourself, “I want to do this by myself.”’ 

 
 

As discussed in the literature review, these concerns surrounding free-riders have been 

identified by students and staff in numerous previous studies. It becomes a central challenge 

with cohorts comprised of extreme variation in engagement levels, as was the case here. 

What was noteworthy in the course of this study was a moment in a focus group conversation 

when students came to the realisation that there is no easy fix to the challenges of group 

formation—that the idea of assembling passionate, high-achieving students together into 

groups is not necessarily a viable solution. In other words, rather than seeing free-loading as a 

problem that could be solved by tutor action, students began to see it as a dilemma. It could 

even be argued that, in reaching this perspective, students began to align with their tutors and 

empathise with the dilemmas faced in designing collaborative learning activities. It is worth 

noting, though, that to reach this realisation presumably required the conversational forum of 

a focus group, as the open-ended questionnaire responses tended to lack such nuance or 

critical self-reflection. 

 
 

4. Developing interpersonal and leadership skills is important but challenging—and often 

feels incidental. 
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Even within an academic context that tends to value the quality of tangible outputs, students 

identified less tangible values of teamwork, including the ‘soft’ skills associated with 

collaborative activities: 

‘I think I improved my leadership skills…I ended up just taking charge of the group 

and organising everything…Being in charge of a small group and having to 

communicate with other people who needed stuff from me.’ 

 
This is noteworthy given that these kinds of skills were not, in this case, included in any 

marking criteria. Instead, marks were based solely on the quality of the artefacts submitted 

and weighted to account for the relative contributions of group members. In other words, 

marks were not based on teamwork qualities, which would require a set of self- and peer- 

assessment procedures. This is likely why, when students spoke of soft skill development, 

these skills were considered as incidental or developed out of necessity rather than being 

explicitly targeted and encouraged through the design of learning outcomes and assessment 

procedures. 

 
 

Several study participants made the argument that it was the responsibility of tutors to 

provide greater support or structure to group work activities, namely to limit the impact of 

free-loading students: 

‘I think even though we’ve touched mostly on the bad things about group work, we still 

do like it. It just needs a better support system.’ 

‘I believe studio tutors and course leaders should constantly be checking on the 

participation of the groups and how each member is working with one another. And 

people should be moved from groups if they are unable to prove their ability in the 

project.’ 
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These students ostensibly experienced challenges with managing themselves in groups 

without a mediating force, particularly for activities outside timetabled sessions. This raises 

questions about the responsibility of tutors when it comes to the setting of roles and 

boundaries, and for determining how and when students are expected to take responsibility 

for managing their own (group) learning. 

 
 

Discussion 
 

Although there is consensus regarding the benefits and challenges of academic teamwork, the 

nature of such work may indeed be such that certain challenges are inescapable, particularly 

in academic contexts. Or rather, the aim of achieving generally positive student attitudes 

towards teamwork may be a misguided aim. As the experience of this study ultimately 

revealed, shifting away from ‘satisfaction’ as an educational aim and towards a deeper 

appreciation for the complex and nuanced nature of teamwork may be a valuable strategic 

objective. Perhaps collaboration is too complex an experience to elicit meaningful answers to 

the question: ‘What is your attitude toward teamwork?’ If the aim is for student attitudes to 

inform learning design, a rather sophisticated feedback process is required—one that can hold 

up to the holistic and interrelated nature of learning, such as is the case with teamwork. We 

discovered that the most appropriate and most valuable methods of data collection on this 

topic were those that could support and capture its complexity and contradictions. 

Methodologically, this line of thinking thus suggests an emphasis on facilitated group 

conversations over Likert-scale surveys. 

 
 

Lessons from this study have already shaped future programming and curriculum design, 

both in terms of practical decisions and philosophical framing. Table 4 summarises the key 

challenges and opportunities emerging from this study. Students’ critical perspectives 
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captured through this study revealed a clear appreciation of teamwork activities in the first- 

year program. However, they also highlighted several challenges related to group dynamics 

and the integration with assessment strategies. In particular, the pressure on assessment was a 

factor that negatively affected students’ enthusiasm towards group work. Thus, the planning 

of the current academic year prioritised group work activities as tools for facilitating 

students’ collaborative exploration and synthesis of knowledge. As module coordinators 

responsible for making curricular-level decisions, and as tutors responsible for facilitating 

learning in the studio, many of the key issues emerging from this study highlighted the 

obstacle of disengaged students. Challenges of engagement and teamwork become 

interrelated when one considers that the sort of ‘sensitising’ activities that Marin-Garcia and 

Lloret (2008) recommend can only function for those students who actually attend sessions in 

the first place. Staff were hoping that teamwork would improve this situation, with an 

increased sense of belonging leading to more sustained and widespread engagement. 

However, rather than improve issues of engagement, increasing the amount and modes of 

group work appeared to distribute certain challenges of non-engagement from staff to the 

engaged student body, leading to resentment amongst the latter. The frustration of what 

Marin-Garcia and Lloret (2008) deem ‘parasitic’ or ‘opportunist’ students was ultimately 

shared between tutors and engaged students. It is clear that any attempt to develop a viable 

strategy for group work needs to address the challenges associated with non-engaging 

students. The results of the study also raise questions about whether and how students should 

be able to opt in or opt out of participating in collaborative projects, especially when 

teamwork is considered an essential skill for graduates. 

 
 

The most uplifting result of this study was in how student participants adopted a critical 

perspective toward group work, one that even aligns with the perspective of their tutors and 
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can lead to a more productive and supportive learning environment. By acknowledging the 

dilemmas of designing collaborative activities from a teaching and learning perspective, 

students expressed a high level of maturity and thoughtful reflection on the subject. They 

were able to identify certain learning design challenges, like how not all benefits of teamwork 

can be achieved in a single project and that it would be problematic to assign groups based on 

academic performance level. These realisations imply two important lessons. First, providing 

opportunities for students to reach this kind of critical perspective towards learning has value 

in and of itself. In this case, focus group sessions provided a forum of facilitated discussion 

that allowed students to collaboratively and meaningfully reflect on their experiences. The 

second lesson is the potential for staff to frame group work for students in more complex 

ways that incorporate its many dimensions, both challenges and opportunities, but extend 

beyond simplistic notions of ‘satisfaction.’ Many students questioned the presumption that 

they could effectively self-organise outside of timetabled sessions, yet they equally desired a 

degree of autonomy in terms of group selection and marking procedures. Indeed, when it 

comes to informing the learning design of collaborative activities, student agency and 

empowerment emerge as more appropriate and more effective instruments and objectives 

than satisfaction. With regards to the questions raised over the need of additional ‘support 

systems,’ expectations are evident from the side of the students. Appropriate considerations 

by module coordinators and tutors should be therefore taken into account when planning any 

teamwork activities in first-year curricula. 

Challenges Adopting group formation strategy considered by students as equitable 
Adopting an assessment strategy considered by students as fair 
Managing engagement within groups 
Incorporating student perspectives and feedback in learning design 

Opportunities Building on student appreciation for benefits of collaborative design 
Building on student appreciation for employable skills/attributes 
Fostering critical perspectives towards learning 
Empowering self-management and self-efficacy amongst students 

Table 4: Challenges and opportunities of coordinating team-based learning activities 
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The results of this project should be particularly relevant to educators within the design 

disciplines and other professional fields seeking to improve the implementation of team- 

based learning, as well as those interested in borrowing strategies from studio-based learning 

contexts and applying them to more conventional learning environments. The recent and 

sudden widespread shift to online platforms amidst the COVID-19 pandemic warrants further 

reflection on how notions of student satisfaction are brought to bear on learning design and 

curriculum development, in particular around collaborative and interactive learning activities. 
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