Teacher’s Role in Group Work

Introduction
This small action research is based on my two teaching practice lessons to analysis teacher’s role in group activities. Though teacher’s roles are varies in group work, there are three fundamental ones: organizer, monitor and assessor. I did not play all the three of the roles successfully in TP1. After reading some theories and self-evaluation, I established my goals to improve and made an effort to implement them. I indeed did better in TP2, especially on performing the role of organizer and monitor. However, it still has a far distance for me to reach the level of a qualified teacher. More reflection, planning and action to implement the plans are still needed.  
1. Action Research

Experts have different definitions to action research. Patrick J. M. Costello (2003) lists some definitions, and summarizes them as

Action research is referred to variously as a term, process, enquiry, approach, flexible spiral process and as cyclic. It has a practical, problem-solving emphasis. It is carried out by individuals, professionals and educators. It involves research, systematic, critical reflection and action. It aims to improve educational practice. Action is undertaken to understand, evaluate and change. Research involves gathering and interpreting data, often on an aspect of teaching and learning. Critical reflection involves reviewing actions undertaken and planning future actions.
                                    (Patrick J. M. Costello, 2003: 3)
The processes of action research is flexible, depends on different researchers and different teachers. Anne Burns (1999: 35) lists eleven phases “exploring, identifying, planning, collecting data, analyzing/reflecting, hypothesizing/speculating, intervening, observing, reporting, writing and presenting.” Among them, planning, action, observation and reflection are the four main steps for an action research and always work as a cycle (Anne Burns, 1999). 

Experts hold different perspectives on action research. There are criticisms on the real value of action research, but supporters believe that it can really benefit the teaching development. It is more than just an academic research or a professional research. It contains systematic data collection and analysis, and devotes to put reflections and theories into practice (Anne Burns, 1999).

From my point of view, action research is a combination of theory and practice and a continuous learning process. I only taught four lessons within a month, so my action research is merely a mini project. My tutor and my peers’ help are the most valuable part in my action research. Their feedback after class observation is not only one of the most effective approaches to collect data, but also stimulates my intuitive reflection and arouses my wish to improve my teaching. Teaching can never be perfect. By action research, one can always find deficiencies to improve. Not only teaching, action research can be applied broadly to every field because things always need “planning, action, observation and reflection” to make better. 

2. Situation

From 6th November, 2008 to 27th November, 2008, every Thursday afternoon, I have to withstand half an hour’s challenges. That is my teaching practice, my duty, my task, and what I must do. During the four weeks, I have taught students of advanced level reading, vocabulary, listening and grammar respectively. These students were volunteering to join free English classes, so they did not come regularly. Most of them were adults, from different countries with different backgrounds, but there was one thing in common that they all had relatively high English abilities. 

3. Issues (from TP1)
H. Douglas Brown (2007:224) defines group work as “a generic term covering a multiplicity of techniques in which two or more students are assigned a task that involves collaboration and self-initiated language”. It has several eminent advantages, such as giving students more chances to speak, to practice and to participate; improving collaboration; and promoting students’ responsibility and independence (Penny Ur, 1996). 
As I knew the importance of group work, in TP1, I tried to apply group work in my teaching. I asked students to work in pairs and gave one student and his/her partner different passages to read. After reading, I requested them to discuss with his/her partner the content of the passage he/her has read. There were six students in my class that day which formed three groups. I stood in front of them and noticed that only one group actually talked about something. One group seemed burying themselves in their own passages. They occasionally raised their heads and looked at each other for a few seconds, then went back to stare at the passages. The third group only talked about thirty seconds, and then they seemed having nothing to say, so they just sat there and smiled. When the students were doing group work, I did not know what I should do. Therefore, I just stood there, watched and did not say a word until about three minutes later, I handed out a true or false exercise which was close related with the passages they read and discussed. After exercise, I asked them to check their answers with their partners and then showed them the right answers.
4. Responses from Tutor and Peers (after TP1)
After class, I heard the observation feedback from my peers and tutor. They took the same view without prior consultation that I was too quiet during group work. I had no communication and interaction with students and the whole climate was embarrassing and almost freezing. My tutor pointed out that maybe the students did not understand what they supposed to discuss and I did not check their understanding of the passages after group work. She said that I did not involve in the role of a teacher.
I was upset after hearing their feedback, because honestly, I really did not know what role a teacher should act as in group work. After TP1, I read some books to see what experts says about this field and finally determined to focus my action research on this. 
5. Reference to Theories (after TP1)
It is generally acknowledged that a teacher can play different roles, for example, controller, facilitator, researcher, etc. As Jack C. Richards and Charles Lockhart (1994:98-107) mention, the role of a teacher is reflected by “institutional factors; a teaching approach or method; a personal view of teaching; and even cultural dimensions.” Jeremy Harmer (2001: 57) states that a teacher’s role can “change from one activity to another, or from one stag of an activity to another”. 
A teacher’s role is not fixed in group work. With regard to different class, different students, and different personalities, a teacher may take different roles. As Jeremy Harmer (2001) describes that if some activities are difficult to carry out, a teacher must be a controller to dominate the class. 
According to Zhu Hui(2006)’s opinion, a teacher should take part into every procedure of group work. A teacher’s duty includes the preparation and organization before group work, the guidance and monitoring during group work and the assessment after group work. Li Chunjiang (2006) states that a teacher plays different role at different stages of group work. At the beginning stage, a teacher should be a planner and organizer. During group work, a teacher’s role changes to a prompter and monitor. At the ending stage, a teacher should play the role of an assessor. 
I decide to pick out three fundamental roles: organizer, monitor and assessor which a teacher must perform and which also I played the worst in TP1 to analyze, study and learn how to improve.  
5.1 Organizer

Before group work begins, a teacher should act as an organizer who can create an environment that suitable for group work for students (Jack C. Richards and Charles Lockhart 1994). Physical environment is one important component which includes group size, seating pattern, room size, etc. Kate Exley and Reg Dennick (2004: 17) mention that “The physical arrangement of participants will also influence how they interact and hence achieve the aims of the SGT (Small Group Teaching) session.” For the purpose of convenient communication, seating pattern that can ensure students’ eye contact and interaction is the most ideal one, so it is better to arrange chairs as a circle, arc or square (Jean Rudduck, 1978). Moreover, a teacher should make sure that students understand and ready for the activity they are supposed to do (Jeremy Harmer, 2001). Therefore, clear instruction and enthusiastic explanation are indispensible. Overall, this role requires a teacher trying his best to get students involved in group work. 
5.2 Monitor

During group work, a teacher’s role is a monitor. While students are doing group work, it does not mean that the teacher could sit to take a break or even leave the room; on the contrary, teacher should let students know that he is there and ready for help, at the same time keeping them work on their own (H. Douglas Brown, 2007). Teacher should walk around the classroom to observe every group quietly. If students are doing the task successfully, a teacher only needs to listen to students and grasp their process without interference and correction, which means monitoring discreetly; however, if students encounter difficulties and need help, a teacher should monitor actively which means offering constructive advice to keep the group work moving on. (Jim Scrivener, 2005) 
5.3 Assessor

After group work, a teacher’s role switches to be an assessor. A teacher needs to check what students have learned during the group work and give them feedback. Geoffrey Squires (2003:119) defines assessment as “involves gathering evidence and making judgements about what students have learned.” Assessment is an indispensable process to judge students’ learning and measure their achievements (David Nunan, 1988). The purposes of assessment includes stimulating students’ desire to achieve, displaying the knowledge students have learned, forcing teachers to analyze students’ strengths and weaknesses and providing feedback, calling students’ attention to what is essential, and preparing to carry out the future work. Assessment also offers teachers chances to grasp the situation of each student in a group instead of the whole group (David Jaques and Gilly Salmon, 2007). As assessment is so crucial in teaching, after group work, teachers must play the role of assessor. Jeremy Harmer (2001) puts forward different ways for teachers to assess according to different circumstances. If the group work is about practicing and remembering, teachers need to check if the students have mastered the knowledge. If the group work is about solving a problem, teachers need to ensure that students have completed it successfully and judge whether their answers are right. If the group work is about discussing, teachers should let each group to share their opinions with the whole class, and talk with them to make a compromise or get a better understanding. If the group work is about fulfilling a task, teachers should give students chances to show their achievements and then evaluate their work.  
6. Reflections (after TP1)
6.1 Organizer

After read the theories, I analyzed what I did in TP1. 

I was not well qualified for the role of an organizer because I did not successfully bring all the students into group work. To analyze simply, there were two conspicuous mistakes. Firstly, an aisle had separated the six students into two parts: two one side and the other four on the other side, which formed an uncooperative environment for group work. The two students on one side might feel a little uncomfortable and isolated which might be one of the reasons to explain their speechless in group discussion. Secondly, because of my nervousness in the first lesson, I spoke in an almost unintelligible voice, which brought about the unclearness of my instruction about the group work. I decided to rearrange the seats and raised my voice to make a clear instruction in TP2. 
6.2 Monitor

I tried to be a monitor during group work for I stood in front of the classroom and observed students carefully. However, as I did not say a word during the whole group work, it is more like a “vanishing person”. Jim Scrivener (2005) states that a teacher could vanish when group work is under way well. However, this action is too adventurous and even dangerous for inexperienced teachers. Take me as an example, for lack of sound judgement and control force, I have no idea about when is the perfect time to vanish and what condition can be called “under way well”. Therefore, the safest way for me is to monitor every group and always ready for help. In TP1, it was apparently that at least two groups needed help because students just did not talk, but I still watched and did not do anything. I needed to get closer to students to monitor them and give them help if they need in TP2. 
6.3 Assessor

As for the role of assessor, maybe I just omitted it. After group discussion, I did not ask students any question and even did not give them chances to ask me questions. When I found that it was time for the next activity, I just stopped them, immediately gave out handouts and immersed them into exercise. Actually, this true or false exercise can be regarded as one way to assess. Assessment methods are varies, tests, exams, essays are all good strategies to assess if applied appropriately. Geoffrey Squires (2003) lists more than twenty assessment methods which consist of different kinds of tests, exams, projects and presentations. Kate Exley and Reg Dennick (2004) expound that because it is important but difficult for a teacher to assess each group or each member of a group fairly enough, sometimes, teachers need to use some other approaches to substitute for the traditional teacher-assessing method. If I use this exercise as a small test, it could be a special and useful strategy to assess. However, as a test, there is a prerequisite that I must give students marks and analyze their answers so as to tell them why their answers are right or wrong. In other words, test is not an approach to evade the checking and giving feedback procedure which are the central elements in assessment. My problem was, after exercise, I asked students to check their answers with their partners, then I just showed them the right answer on board which made this exercise lose its possible assessment function. In TP2, I needed to spend more energy on the assessor role. Maybe I could start from eliciting feedback and confirm students’ achievements. 
7. Actions to Implement (in TP2)

After TP1, I and my peers all realized that separating students into two parts to sit encumber their communication and the smooth proceeding of group work, so in TP2, before class began, we rearranged the seats to make students sit together as an arc which was easier to organize group work. 
This time, I was more like an organizer and monitor. The group work in this lesson was a match game about finding the corresponding words and meanings. I separated the eight students in my class into two groups and explained the game to them. I raised my voice and tried to use simple words and short sentences to explain the game clearly. Then, I asked them if they understood my introduction. After getting positive reply, I handed out cards and went close to watch them play it. When I found that some students still had some confusion about the game, I demonstrated it for them. Then I left them to let them play by themselves. This time, they all took part in the game. After about two minutes, I went to each group to check the process of the game and corrected them when some words and meanings they considered match were actually irrelevant. However, I still forgot the duty of being an assessor. After finishing the game, I checked neither the number of matched cards students had found nor the degree of their mastering of the meaning of the words through the game. I hurried to the next activity again.  
8. Responses from Tutor and Peers (after TP2)

My peers and tutor noticed my progress and efforts. They praised me much after class and said this class was much better than TP1. I was more like a teacher. My voice was louder and I was more relaxed and confident. My group activities were well structured. In the questionnaires I gave to my peers, they agreed that I made the biggest progress on the role of monitor. Tendai wrote, “You went round observing and finding out if students needed more help and also to make sure they were performing as expected.” Patricia wrote, “You knew what was happening but at the same time you weren’t intrusive.” 
They also indicated some of my weaknesses. About the role of organizer, my tutor wrote the following sentences on her observation paper that “You need to organize students more effectively.” “You need to think in advance how students are going to carry at the activities. Who will do what and where they will sit.” She said that I should pay more attention on the aim, the organization and instruction of the group work. My peers also mentioned the pace of the activities. Because I did not give students time limit on the game, they seemed listless and tardy while they were playing. About the role of monitor, my tutor wrote that “You spent a lot of time with one group and none with the other.” About the role of assessor, what Patricia wrote on the questionnaire can reflect much of their convergent appraisal, “You made progress but you could do so much more about it. It was clearly your weakest point in teaching practice.”
9. Reference to Theories (after TP2)
9.1 Organizer

As it mentioned above, as an organizer, a teacher should try his best to get students involved in group work. Rearranging the seats and giving clear instructions are just part of an organizer’s work. Predicting problems, setting up reasonable time limit and using certain techniques to give instructions also belong to an organizer’s work. 

9.1.1Predicting Problems

Elaborate preparation, planning and foresight can avoid the occurrence of many problems (Kate Exley and Reg Dennick, 2004). Teacher should predict what students may be interested in and what problems and difficulties students may encounter (Zhu Hui, 2006). Geoffrey Petty (1998: 85) states that “experienced teachers don’t deal with problems, they prevent them occurring.” 
9.1.2 Setting up Time Limit

Jeremy Harmer (2001) indicates that setting up time limit is quite necessary because it can restrict students to work in a clear framework. Good time organization can increase group dynamics. Kate Exley and Reg Dennick (2004: 24) believe that “ensuring that discussions, questions and activities are kept within specific time limits not only ensures that the session is well organized but also makes certain that the aims and outcomes of the session will be met.” Apropos time limit can give students a sense of urgency. If they want to complete their task within the time, they must be concentrated and speed up the pace. On the contrary, if the time limit is too well-off, students will be too released and indulgent. (Jean Rudduck, 1978) 

9.1.3 Techniques of Giving Instructions

Some of Penny Ur (1996) recommendations of giving instructions are very useful. First, give instruction before dividing students into groups and handing out materials because when giving instructions, the teacher must make sure that he has attracted everyone’s attention. Second, repeat the important information to ensure students’ acquisition or directly write it on board. Third, demonstrating the activity works better than pure explanation. Fourth, check to make sure their understanding after instruction. When being asked questions like, “Do you understand?” Most students will answer “Yes” even if they still feel confused or they think they do, but in fact they misunderstand it. Therefore, it is better to ask one of the students to repeat the procedures of the activity.
9.2 Monitor

As a good monitor, a teacher needs to listen to and observe as many groups as possible. Especially at the beginning of the group work, a teacher needs to assure that every group is doing the right activity and progressing favorably (Jim Scrivener, 2005). When monitoring the task, H. Douglas Brown (2007: 237) suggests a few “don’t”, one of them is “Don’t spend an undue amount of time with one group at the expense of others.” One reason for teachers’ monitoring is the intention of being a supportive helper. Students deserve equal help and attention. Geoffrey Petty (1998) also mentions that sticking on one group is ineligible, no matter how interesting they are talking. Teachers need to take control of the whole class.
9.3 Assessor

Students expect responds from their teachers after they finishing their work. They need feedback, praise, correction or grading to tell them how they do it (Jeremy Harmer, 2001). Geoffrey Petty (1998) depicts the general steps that an assessor should do. When group activity is over, teacher should collect ideas from each group by asking one or several members of the group to report their commitments and achievements. After listening, teacher could ask other groups to comment on the speaking and giving their ideas, because students are always interested in each other’s work. Teacher should praise the groups for their answers, no matter they supports or rejects the reporting group’s idea. Then, teacher should express his opinions on the group’s work and give brief evaluation on their work. Last but not least, teacher should summarize what the whole class has learned from the group work.
10. Reflections (after TP2) 
10.1 Organizer

My peer Tendai regards teacher’s role of an organizer as the most important one in group work, so as some experts. I indeed have progressed in performing the role. I basically can successfully organize a group activity though there is still plenty of room for improvement. 
10.1.1 Predicting Problems

In TP2, we rearranged the seating in the classroom beforehand; however, this group work was about a game that needed students to sit closer. The rearranged seats were still not convenient enough for students to do the game. Actually, during the game, because of the inconvenience, one student in a group moved his seat himself. Maybe prediction needs rich experience and incessant study and practice, but at least I can notice that situation and lead students to move their seats again. 
10.1.2 Setting up Time Limit

My peers mentioned the pace of the activity. Actually, I had clear time arrangement in my mind. However, I did not tell students the time limit. I did not request students to finish the game in planned minutes, which caused them playing it slowly. The function of time limit is not only for a teacher to control the rhythm of the class, but also for students to measure their own pace. Therefore, I should declare the time limit at the beginning of the game. 
10.1.3 Techniques for Giving Instructions

The most crucial work for an organizer may be giving explicit instructions. The third and fourth points Penny Ur (1996) mentions are my main problems on instructions. I gave students demonstration when group work began, after I found that they actually did not know how to play it. As a little complicated game, my instruction should incorporate demonstration. I asked students if they understood the game and got positive reply, but just like the expert said, they actually did not understand. Inviting a student to repeat the instructions will definitely work better.  
10.2 Monitor

I was relatively satisfied with the rapid strides I made in monitoring. The only problem just like my tutor mentioned was I spent relatively more time with one group at first. That was because they seemed a little confused and unfamiliar with the game, I had to do some demonstration and simultaneously explained the game again. Then I watched them playing for a while to make sure that they actually understood how to play it. However, I should realize at that time that when one group had problems with the game, the other group may encounter the same trouble. It is stupid to busy teaching one group and ignore the other. Returning to the duty of an organizer to demonstrate and explain the game to the whole class so as to guarantee the understanding of every student may be the most appropriate solution. 

10.3 Assessor

It is easier to say than to do. Although I read lots of theories and knew clearly that I should checking students’ outcomes and giving feedback after group activities. When having classes, I just forgot all. I always take for granted that students definitely can master the knowledge after practice or after group work and do not realize that they still need my check and assessment. Supportive words and praise can inspire them; while query and correction can accelerate their further thinking and study. Maybe the importance of assessor has not yet originated in my mind. If I can do as the expert describes, the group work will have a better ending. As the intention of the game is to help students get familiar with the meanings of seven new words, after the game, I need to check the degree of their mastery. Praise them if they have mastered and help them if they have not. It is also a kind of interaction with students. 
Conclusion

    Different from TP1’s total failure, in TP2, I calmly organized group work and patiently monitored the process of group work. However, how to act as an assessor was still my vulnerable point and even in TP3 and TP4, there was no remarkable improvement in this aspect. If I have chances to teach more classes and receive more trainings in the future, I hope I can get down to do more analysis and research, so as to play teacher’s role in group work from alpha to omega. Furthermore, this time, the responses I received were restricted to my tutor and my peers by their observation. If having chances to do action research again, I would like to listen to my students’ opinion, to let them judge my performance by their first-hand experience. 
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