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Group project work is a defining characteristic of the TESOL, or teacher 
education program, of which I am a faculty member in Seoul, Korea. This is a 
five-month post-baccalaureate certificate program in which the entire 
curriculum is taught in English. It is designed to introduce pre- and in-service 
Korean teachers of English to the basic theoretical underpinnings of 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), while focusing more on practical 
considerations. It operates with 125 participants per program session, most of 
whom are in their 20s or 30s, but some of whom are in their 40s and 
occasionally even in their 60s.  
 
The program consists of five core 
courses: Theories and Methods in 
TESOL, Materials Analysis and 
Design, Multimedia in the EFL 
Classroom, TESOL Practicum, and 
English for English Teachers. All 
include at least occasional group 
project work, but the project work 
in the Materials course demands the 
most extensive collaboration. 
Materials course participants 
complete three major group work 
projects which together comprise 80 
percent of their course grade. All 
are completed in groups of three, 
with occasional groups of two when 
class numbers are not divisible by 
three. The first is an evaluation of a 
recently published four-skills 
textbook of their choice. The 
second involves creating a reading 
lesson from an online reading text, 
using the principles of CLT 
previously discussed in class as 
guiding principles. Extensive 
instructor feedback on the reading 
lessons prepares participants for the 
final project, which requires them 
to integrate their reading lessons 

into a three-skills unit of materials 
which, again, exemplifies the 
principles of CLT, as previously 
discussed in class.  
 
The close collaboration demanded 
in the completion of the three 
Materials projects made the 
Materials course a natural choice 
for an extended case study into the 
group project work experience in 
the TESOL program. My doctoral 
dissertation was such a study, and 
investigated the group learning 
experience from the emic, or 
participant, perspective. Study 
participants were asked, over a two 
year period involving four program 
sessions, to discuss their experience 
in questionnaires, reflective 
journals, and individual and focus 
group interviews. The resulting data 
– from 189 participants, in total – 
provided evidence as to the types of 
benefits the experience offered, the 
problems it presented, and the 
strategies participants employed to 
overcome the problems they 
encountered.  
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The perspective of the study 
participants on the group learning 
experience was located within the 
context of the various group 
learning literatures – including the 
cooperative, collaborative, team 
learning, peer learning, and group 
project work literatures – and also 
within the context of the 
sociocultural and socio-
constructivist theories which 
underpin most approaches to group 
learning (and most especially the 
collaborative learning approach). 
Indeed, one of the strengths of the 
study is the way it brings together 
the group learning literatures, and 
places them in the context of 
Vygotskyan and Piagetian theory. To 
the best of my knowledge, the 
literatures were never previously 
brought together in this way, the 
unfortunate result being that 
researchers investigating one 
approach to group learning were 
often uninformed by the findings of 
those investigating another.2  
 
My study found the group project 
work experience in the Materials 
course to be highly beneficial, 
overall. Participants described 
experiencing essentially all the 
benefits emphasized in the 
literatures, which include not only 
academic benefits, but also social 
and psychological ones. The 
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academic benefit they referred to 
most often was “generating and 
exposure to a rich variety of ideas,” 
with 109 participants making clear 
that they had experienced this 
benefit personally and had found 
the ideas they were exposed to 
enriching and ultimately 
empowering. The 109 references to 
this benefit, furthermore, were in 
response to open-ended prompts 
asking about benefits in general, 
and not specifically about exposure 
to ideas. That is to say, students 
were asked to identify the benefits 
they personally experienced and 
were not asked whether they had 
experienced exposure to a variety 
of ideas as a benefit.  
 
Social benefits related to 
cooperation were referred to next 
most often, including, for example, 
learning to cooperate, learning to 
negotiate, and learning conflict 
resolution skills. Like the academic 
benefit, exposure to a rich variety 
of ideas, these social benefits are 
largely unavailable to learners 
working individually. Other 
frequently cited benefits were 
similar in this regard, and included 
those related to personal and 
professional development. 
Participants describing personal 
development benefits sometimes 
related how the cooperation, 
negotiation, and conflict resolution 
skills they developed impacted in a 
positive way on everyday 
relationships, including relationships 
with spouses.  
 
Perhaps not surprisingly, the most 
common reference to problems was 
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to collaboration-related problems. 
Seventy-six such references were 
made, in total. Noteworthy, 
however, is that the majority were 
to problems not personally 
experienced. That is to say, 
participants made most frequent 
reference to collaboration-related 
problems they had heard another 
group was experiencing, and not to 
problems they had personally 
experienced. Noteworthy, as well, 
is that, of the collaboration-related 
problems which were personally 
experienced, the majority were 
ultimately resolved, with the 
strategies used to resolve them 
ultimately becoming skills perceived 
as some of the skills of group 
learning.  
 
Limited contribution to the group 
effort was the next most commonly 
experienced problem. When this 
limited contribution was the result 
of work or family demands – as in 40 
percent of the cases described in 
the data – participants were usually 
able to resolve the problem by 
meeting in cyberspace or engaging 
in email and text message 
exchanges. But in another 40 
percent of the cases, one group 
member was perceived as simply 
having no desire to contribute, and 
this problem proved more difficult 
to resolve. Resolutions were 
sometimes reported, however, with 
some participants, for example, 
describing how they were to 
convince recalcitrant members that 
their contribution was both 
necessary and valued. Their success 
in this regard helped them to 

develop stronger relationship and 
leadership skills.   
 
Contrary to expectations, age 
differences between group members 
generally proved unproblematic in 
the group learning experience. 
Older participants reported learning 
fresh new ideas as a result of 
working with younger group 
members, and younger ones 
reported benefiting from the 
experience of their older partners. 
Only one participant referred to the 
Asian cultural concern with 
respecting one’s elders as proving 
problematic for the group learning 
experience.  
 
The majority of problems of any 
type which participants described as 
major were ultimately resolved; 
however a small number of 
participants proved unable to 
resolve these difficult problems. 
They, together with a number of 
participants who enjoyed greater 
success in this regard, suggested a 
need for preparation for the group 
learning experience. The 
preparation they envisioned 
included a kind of general 
understanding as to what the 
experience would entail and 
guidance as to how best to 
negotiate ideas and resolve 
different types of disputes.  Their 
belief that guidance would be 
helpful is consistent with the ideas 
of cooperative learning researchers, 
Johnson & Johnson, who identify 
“small group skills” as one of five 
essential elements of successful 
group learning, and argue that these 
skills must be taught to adults as 
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well as children. While collaborative 
learning researchers sometimes 
disagree, suggesting instead that 
learning to collaborate is one of the 
important skills acquired in the 
collaborative process itself. In this 
latter view, teaching collaborative 
skills diminishes the value of the 
experience, partly as a result of 
diminishing participant agency. I 
have argued differently in an article 
I co-authored with Tim Murphey in a 
special edition of Anglistik (Nelson 
and Murphey 2011) devoted to the 

affect, suggesting that good small 
group skills can enhance agency. In 
the TESOL program, I have acted 
upon this belief and this 
understanding of agency by 
introducing into the two-week “pre-
session” which begins each new 
session of the program, a module 
devoted to developing small group 
skills. In the two pre-sessions this 
module has been in place, 
participant response has been highly 
favorable.  
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The Efficiency Column 
 
Do you have suggestions for improving the way we work, teach, or learn? Do 
you sometimes feel a bit overloaded? Write for the Efficiency Column! Help us 
all be more efficient.  
 
Disclaimer: Each author’s content and ranting is her or his own and not 
necessarily that of PeerSpectives, KUIS, their relatives, those from the same 
country or office, or this planet. 
 
As Wayne Gretzky said, "100 % of the shots you don't take don't go in."  
 
Asking may be a moment’s embarrassment, not asking may be a lifelong regret. 

����
�	��������	� 
Kiku wa itoki no haji, Kikanu wa issho no haji 
Go ahead. Give it a shot! 

   


