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One of the most widely used
interactive learning strategies is
group work. Its popularity stems

from the fact that it offers a wide range
of possibilities: It allows the class to cover
much more material than is possible
during a traditional lesson, it gets all the
students actively involved, it allows the
teacher to tailor activities to the different
abilities of different groups, etc.

In my experience—which includes
presenting more than 35 workshops on
interactive teaching methods through
“Reading and Writing for Critical Think-
ing” (OSI Azerbaijan), “Active Teaching
Methods” (UNICEF), and “Education
Reform” (the World Bank and Azerbaijan
Ministry of Education), involving over
400 teachers from secondary schools and
teacher training institutions—most
teachers encounter problems with group
learning strategies. One of their most
common and most serious concerns is:
How can a teacher assess students who are
working in groups?

Any activity that allows for improve-
ment requires some form of evaluation,
and the primary activity of students is
learning. Therefore evaluation is a vital
component of virtually any educational
model.

Evaluation is a very broad concept,
including both the learning process and
its results. Therefore, evaluation may
assume many forms:

1. Quantitative assessment (usually a
measurement of information acquired)
• A grade assigned by the teacher; or
• A numerical test score

2. Qualitative assessment
• Verbal description of the process and

product of the work; or
• Subjective (emotional) reaction
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As can be seen from the above alterna-
tives, evaluation is not simply a matter of
grades. Each teacher needs to make his
or her own decision about what is more
important:

• To evaluate the learning process
itself, with the goal of teaching each
student the skills of self-evaluation,
so he can recognize the strengths
and weaknesses in his own work
and to look for ways to improve it;
or

• To assign a grade based solely on
the information a student has
acquired—and reproduced—on any
given day.

Many teachers choose the former,
because they truly want to instill in
students a desire for learning, an interest
in research. However, this choice brings
with it certain inevitable difficulties,
specifically:

• “It is difficult to evaluate and
assess students’ knowledge when
we speak of questions that have no
single correct answer.” (Zair-Bek,
2001, p. 41)

• The subject of the evaluation is
changed: “The result of a student’s
work…becomes less important than
the process itself…[i.e.] the way a
child thinks and explains.” (ibid.)

• Traditional forms of assessment deal
only with the students’ knowledge.
During group work students are not
only acquiring knowledge, but are
also developing relevant skills and
abilities. Traditional assessment
does not allow for adequate evalua-
tion of these factors, and therefore
cannot give the student any point of
reference regarding these skills or
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scaffold his further self-development
in these areas.

• In evaluating group work students
need to become equal partners with
the teacher, taking responsibility for
their own achievements and learning
how to evaluate their own work.

During my workshops I have often
had bewildered teachers claim that there
was no way at all for them to assess
students during group work. They ask
questions such as:

• Is it even possible to evaluate group
work, and if so, can it be done objec-
tively?

• How can a teacher assign grades for
group work?

• How should a teacher evaluate a
group when one or two of its mem-
bers did all the work, and the rest did
nothing?

• If a group does well on an assignment,
and some members of that group are
very weak students, what grades
should the various members receive?

In my work as a teacher of Interdisci-
plinary Studies (a course that explores
philosophical categories and laws com-
mon to all the sciences), I myself have
faced the problem of evaluating group
work. In this article I offer one possible
solution, which I developed in collabora-
tion with my sixth-grade students. My
objective was to develop the students’
ability to evaluate their own work, and
that of their classmates, during group
activities.
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During our very first class I explained

to the students that we would occasion-
ally be working in groups. We then
discussed the rationale behind group
work, and why it might be desirable.
Then I asked the students, “What do you

think—do we need to evaluate our group
work?”

They answered in the affirmative, so
naturally I asked them how they thought
this should be done.

Students: Whether the group did well or badly.
Teacher: What do you mean by well or badly?
How would we determine that? On what would
we base this judgment?
S: Say one group finished the assignment, and
another didn’t.
T: What else?
S: Whether the group members worked
together.

Thus, together we started to create a
chart of evaluation criteria on the black-
board. Taking all their suggestions into
account, we came up with the following
criteria: originality of ideas; ideas contributed
by the “audience” to the “presenters”; identi-
fying errors in another group’s presentation.

I asked, “Can you think of any addi-
tional criteria?” They added:

• Meeting deadlines
• The group’s behavior

We decided that behavior included
speaking quietly (not shouting), not
bothering the other groups, etc.

Using all the criteria, we created a chart
for evaluating group work (Table 1).

When the groups received their assign-
ments and started working, I walked
among the tables, filling in my own
evaluation chart. At the same time, I
offered words of encouragement to the
students who were working well together
and following the established rules of
behavior. I made appropriate notations
on the chart on the board (at this stage
the only marks were in the columns for
behavior and cooperation).

When the groups presented their
reports to the class, the listeners were
expected not just to sit and listen, but
also to ask questions, correct any errors,
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I + + +++ + + + 8

II + ++ ++ +++ +++ 11

III - + + ++ ++++ 8

IV + + ++ +++ ++ 9
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and offer additional information. At this
stage we filled in the remaining three
columns of the chart. (Each group could
receive several additional plusses.)

When we finished with the presenta-
tions, I asked the class:

Well, folks, who do you think asked
the most questions today? Who added
the best comments? Corrected someone
else’s errors?  As the students named
various classmates, I could objectively award
extra credit to those students who contrib-
uted the most.
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It is actually very difficult to organize

the groups so that all students participate
actively in the work. Furthermore, it is
not easy for students to learn to evaluate
themselves and their classmates objec-
tively. I have encountered all these
problems in my own work, but have
managed to overcome them using the
evaluation method described above. I
have felt truly successful with this
method when students stopped coming
up to me after class and asking, “What
grade did you give me today? Why?”

In fact, the students now feel little need
to refer to me at all when they are work-
ing in groups. Some colleagues from the
US who were observing such a class
asked, “How do you manage to get them
to work so independently? They do not
even look at you when they are present-
ing their reports. They just listen to one
another, ask questions, correct each
other’s mistakes.”

I answered that at this point I always
tell the class, “Imagine that I am not
even here. You are the teachers; you are
the ones who will be evaluating one
another’s work.” In my opinion, the most
important thing I can do is to teach
students how to learn, and to generate
enthusiasm for the learning process
through objective evaluation of the
process.

In summary, here is an outline of our
procedures for evaluating group work:

1. Develop criteria for evaluation in
cooperation with the students

2. Construct a chart that incorporates
those evaluation criteria

3. Evaluate work

Both the teacher and the students
conduct an ongoing evaluation using the

chart. The chart can be completed using
+ and – signs; or you may prefer to avoid
negative evaluations and focus on the
positive, using only + signs.

(Note that criteria such as behavior and
cooperation apply to work within the
groups, and can be evaluated throughout
the class period; while scope of material
and originality would apply to the finished
presentations. Teacher and students work
together to fill in these sections of the chart.)

4. Final assessment

On the basis of the completed chart,
the teacher and students together decide
what grade each group should receive.
The teacher asks the students to justify
their decisions. If necessary, especially
when the class is first introduced to
these procedures, the teacher can draw
students’ attention to significant events
or crucial points they may have over-
looked.

5. Discuss the results

The class should discuss any aspects of
their activities that might affect future
work in class, e.g.,

• strengths of each group
• difficulties encountered
• resolution of these difficulties

Of course it is also possible for a
teacher to use this type of evaluation
chart without input from the students.
But in this case it is important that the
teacher explain the reasons behind each
+ and – on the chart.  It is really better to
involve the students in the process, for
several reasons:

1. The teacher resolves the problem of
objectivity in grading, and at the same
time the students are actually grading
themselves, with the help of their
classmates. The criteria have been
agreed upon in advance. The indi-
vidual student, his classmates, and the
teacher all share responsibility for the
process, for ensuring a fair and objec-
tive assessment of what the student
has learned.

2. The students develop the skills needed
for objective evaluation. These skills
will be valuable to them in the future
in assessing other phenomena, such as
work and social situations. The stu-
dents come to recognize that any
evaluation must be based on specific
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criteria. And the more precise and
appropriate the criteria, the more
objective the assessment. The process
of developing assessment criteria also
develops students’ critical thinking
skills.

What are the overall advantages of the
evaluation process described here?

1. When evaluation is an ongoing proc-
ess conducted throughout the class
period, it helps to ensure that nothing
will go unnoticed, nothing will be
overlooked, nothing will be forgotten
by the end of the class when it comes
time to assign grades.

2. The evaluation chart provides a visual
representation of students’ accomplish-
ments, encouraging them to regulate
their activities and allowing them to
influence their own grades in the
course of the class. By providing a
clear picture of various groups’
strengths, the chart also fosters a
healthy competition among the
students.

3. By taking into account originality and
additional contributions, this type of
evaluation encourages students to
learn as much as possible about a
topic, to seek out information that no
one else has noticed, to ask interesting
questions, to demonstrate their abili-
ties, to take a creative approach to the
topic. In other words, it motivates
them to educate themselves.

4. The evaluation process is transparent,
so the students will not mistrust the
criteria or the results.

5. The process develops students’ inde-
pendence.

6. Because it encompasses various as-
pects of the students’ work, this type of
evaluation encourages self-esteem.
Every student is likely to find at least
one area where he feels competent and
successful. A positive self-image is an
important factor in students’ motiva-
tion to learn.

7. Students are given the opportunity
to improve their work, based on
class discussion of their problems
and how those problems might be
addressed.

8. Students develop cooperation skills.
9. Students develop communication

skills and establish cordial relation-
ships with their classmates.

10. Students learn how to conduct
reasoned arguments and reach
decisions based on evidence.

11. Students develop observation skills.
12. Students develop a sense of responsi-

bility.

Evaluating group work doesn’t neces-
sarily have to involve entering letter
grades in a grade-book. Teachers may
prefer just to collect the relevant infor-
mation in a notebook. But this informa-
tion can be taken into account in
calculating the semester grades. The
students themselves will soon realize
that they are not working just for the
sake of grades; that A’s are not the only
reward learning has to offer.

If the workload is not balanced within
a group—some students are working and
others are not—the teacher can give the
group a negative assessment (–) in the
cooperation section of the chart. This
mark will affect the evaluation for the
group as a whole. Then the students are
sure to figure out how to redistribute the
work so that everyone participates.

The teacher need not be concerned if a
group that includes comparatively weak
students receives a good evaluation, and
thus earns as high a grade as a stronger
group, because:

• Group work often uncovers hidden
talents of weaker students. As a result,
they can become active participants
in the learning process and not just
passive observers.

• The weaker students truly deserve this
grade, having earned it in this par-
ticular situation.

• Such a situation helps raise the self-
esteem of the weaker students. Low
self-esteem is a widely known prob-
lem of weak students, and contributes
to their academic difficulties, decreas-
ing their motivation to learn.

Grades for group work need not be
entered in the official grade-book, but
can still serve to encourage students’
interest in further research. If the teacher
is obligated to record some official
grades, he can ask each group to decide
which members have earned an A for
that day’s work, and to provide support-
ing evidence for their decision.

Let’s return to those workshops where
the bewildered teachers were sharing
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their many doubts about assessing group
work. To clearly demonstrate various
possible approaches to their problems, I
proceeded as follows. I had the workshop
participants help me construct a chart of
evaluation criteria—just as the students
would do in a classroom situation—and
in the course of the workshop I conducted
an evaluation of their group work. At the
same time I wrote down notes and
observations concerning each individual
participant, incorporating them into the
chart (Table 2).

I had the workshop participants
complete various group assignments,
and together we evaluated their group
work. Then we compared the Group
Evaluation chart with the Individual
Evaluation charts I had made. The
participants realized that the group work
assessments, which they themselves had
carried out, produced essentially the
same results as my individual evalua-
tions. So I posed the question: “Now what
do you think? Is it possible to evaluate
group work objectively, and at the same
time conduct individual assessments?”

Now their answers were more positive:
“The charts are very easy to construct

and use, and allow for objective evalua-
tions.” “This kind of assessment invites
students to participate in the process and
to share the responsibility for evalua-
tion.” “The group evaluation chart
helped us realize the opportunities
offered by group work.” “The chart
allows a teacher to realize the educa-
tional goals of this workshop.”

As I see it, this assessment technique
offers one way—though not by any
means the only way—to enhance the
effects of interactive learning. My opin-
ion is shared by the many teachers who
have successfully implemented the
technique in their own classrooms.
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RWCT International Consortium

Representatives from over 20 countries in Eastern Europe and the CIS that partici-
pated in the Reading and Writing for Critical Thinking project gathered in Vilnius,
Lithuania, March 13–17 to establish an International RWCT Consortium designed
to continue the work begun by the project. As an initial step, participants in this
informal network have developed a two-year plan for promoting critical and crea-
tive thinking, civic education, and democratic values. They intend to combine their
efforts to maintain high-level international standards for the program, seek new
sources of financial support and partnerships, and strengthen community ties among
like-minded educators. The Consortium’s website at www.ct-net.net will offer ma-
terials for school teachers, university faculty, parents, and students, with opportuni-
ties to participate in on-line conferences, learn about relevant research, and net-
work with colleagues around the world.
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