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Instructors might choose to assign group projects for a 
variety of reasons: to give students experience with 
managing group dynamics like they will have to do in 
the workplace, to help them develop the “soft skills” that 
collaboration requires, or sometimes to reduce the grad-
ing burden that assigning large projects can create. 
Group projects can present important learning opportu-
nities, but if they aren’t carefully designed and managed, 
they will lead to frustration for both instructors and stu-
dents. Below are some key strategies to help you design, 
implement, and grade group projects, along with some 
examples of how you might put those principles into 
action.  

1. Start with a clear pedagogical goal for why you 
want students to work in groups. The decision to as-
sign a group project begins with two fundamental ques-
tions. First, how does the project you plan to assign re-
late to the goals of your course? And second, what do 
you want students to learn from working together that 
will go beyond what they could learn by working alone? 
It should be clear from the outset that students will need 
the contributions of their peers in order to complete the 
project successfully. This means that projects should 
require students to use higher-order thinking skills, not 
simply to discuss or present content. There needs to be 
room for (and the necessity of) bringing multiple per-
spectives and ways of thinking to bear on the work that 
the groups will do. Thus  the first step to group project 
design is determining whether having students work in 
groups is really the most appropriate way for them to 
meet the learning goals for the assignment. Once you 
have made this decision, you’re ready to begin thinking 
about design. 

 2. Create structure (and frequent opportunities for 
feedback) to guide students’ individual and group 
work. A significant challenge for students working in 
groups is self-regulation: undergraduates in particular 
may struggle to manage their work and that of their 
peers to stay on track with long-term projects. If you are 
going to ask students to collaborate on a complex pro-
ject, they will need support and feedback from you to 
build these self-regulatory skills. This means providing 
guidance through the cognitive work of the project itself 
AND structure to guide the process of their group’s 
work. The following are some strategies to consider:  

Create intermediate deadlines for pieces of the larger pro-
ject so that groups and individual students can receive 
feedback on their progress and process. This helps you 
ensure that individuals are contributing to their teams’ 

work and that groups are on the right track with their 
work. While the kind of work students submit will de-
pend on your goals and the nature of the project, here 
are some examples: 

 Individuals submit an annotated bibliography to you 
and their group members, listing all the sources they 
recommend for their group to use on a research-
focused project. In their groups, they decide which 
resources are likely to be most useful moving forward 
and share those decisions with you as well, along with 
a plan for how they will use those sources as they 
begin drafting their final project. 

 Groups submit regular progress reports, including re-
ports of the work the group has completed to date, 
the work each individual group members has complet-
ed, and their next steps. You give them feedback to 
help them assess their progress to date and plan ac-
cordingly. 

 Individuals submit early drafts of their contributions to 
the group’s work for feedback from you and their 
peers. They then make a written plan for how they will 
use that feedback to guide their next attempts. 

Give groups time to do their work in class (with the un-
derstanding that they will continue with individual work 
on their own outside of class). You might use class time 
for groups to share their individual work and make deci-
sions about its relevance to the larger project, to ask you 
any questions they have about their progress, and make 
concrete plans for their next steps. This should happen 
regularly during the time that students are working on 
projects, not just once as a “getting started” meeting. In 
fact, the idea is for some class time to be devoted to 
regular group meetings so that students’ time outside of 
class is focused on their individual work. When group 
work happens in class, you can ensure that there is a 
clear structure and purpose for those interactions, in 
addition to directly observing groups’ work and provid-
ing feedback. This also allows you to avoid the frustra-
tion and difficulty students face when trying to coordi-
nate group meetings outside of class.  

Give structured opportunities and guidance to students to 
ensure they provide meaningful feedback on each group 
member’s contributions. When students don’t have a 
structure to help them, they will struggle to communi-
cate with their group members if any concerns arise. For 
this reason, it is important to develop and use a clearly 
articulated process to guide their feedback to each oth-
er. Begin by determining, in collaboration with students, 
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the criteria for effective group member behaviors. Make 
sure to put these criteria in writing in a document that 
students will use when they are asked to assess their 
group members’ contributions. Having students evalu-
ate each other’s work at the end of the project for a 
grade helps them see the importance of their individual 
work. Most importantly, having students give each other 
(ungraded) formative feedback on their work together 
at multiple points of the process provides opportunities 
for them to reflect on their behaviors and contributions 
and to potentially change their approach to working 
with their group. 

Give students structured opportunities to reflect on and 
assess their own contributions to their group’s work. Stu-
dents will not think critically about their own contribu-
tions unless they are prompted to consider how they are 
contributing to their group’s success. This reflection 
could be based on the same criteria that students use to 
assess the performance of their group members. Part of 
this reflection should include planning questions like 
“What is something I should do differently in the next 
stage of my group’s work to be a better contributor?” 

3. Foster positive interdependence. Groups tend to 
work most effectively when they are solving a problem, 
answering a genuine disciplinary question (i.e., one that 
doesn’t have a single “right” answer), or using discipli-
nary concepts to make and justify a meaningful decision. 
This means that a project should require more than 
simply having students engage with content: they need 
to be doing the kind of challenging, authentic discipli-
nary work that requires them to listen to and engage 
with multiple perspectives. If it is possible for a project 
to be completed by one or two students, it isn’t appro-
priately challenging for a group. Students need to see 
that they have something to contribute to their group’s 
work, and they have to see that their group members 
have meaningful contributions to make as well. The role 
of individual work is crucial here: if students don’t feel 
accountable for working on their own as part of their 
preparation to work with their group, it is easy for stu-
dents to “check out” of the process while one or two 
dominant students take over and do all of the work.  

4. Build in multiple points of individual accountabil-
ity, and make individual work the focus of formal 
evaluation (grading). There are several reasons to fo-
cus grades on individual students’ work and contribution 
to a project rather than on the quality of the group’s 
product alone. First and most importantly, we want to 
ensure that the grades individual students receive in our 
courses are an accurate reflection of what those stu-
dents are able to do. A single group grade for a project 
can obscure the assessment of individual students’ 
learning. Second, students (justifiably) become frustrated 
when their grade on a project relies on the effort of oth-
ers, especially when they don’t feel like they are in con-
trol of the quality or quantity of work that others do. 
Finally, when individual students aren’t accountable for 
their contributions or performance, we can unintention-
ally cultivate behaviors like social loafing or free-riding—
and ultimately impede their learning. There are many 

types of individual work that students can do alongside 
and as part of their group’s work that can give instruc-
tors a valid assessment of their learning. Here are some 
examples:  

 Individual students write an analysis of the key discipli-
nary principles that the group used to complete the 
work of their project. 

 Individual students may write reports in which they 
evaluate the their group’s project. This might include 
having them decide what they would do differently if 
they were asked to complete the same task again. 

 Individual students may be asked to submit a short 
paper in which they describe their own ideas for solv-
ing the problem which the group project responded 
to. They may agree or disagree with the choices their 
group made.  

What does this mean for a grading scheme? While the 
grading scheme for any given project should be based 
on the goals of the project itself and the kind of learning 
you want students to do, keeping the focus on individual 
accountability means making sure that individual contri-
butions to a group’s work make up the majority of the 
project grade. Below is one example of a project grading 
scheme that focuses on individual assessment. 

70% individual work  

15% final group product 

10% group progress reports/intermediate stages of 
work 

5% student evaluation/assessment of contributions 
(their own and those of their group members 

This may not look like the typical group project grading 
scheme, but you’ll find that refocusing evaluation on 
individual work builds a sense of responsibility, changing 
the way students think about how they need to work 
with their peers. 

Conclusion 

As with all teaching decisions, choosing to have students 
work together in groups has many dimensions and can 
possibly have unintended consequences, both positive 
and negative. ITLAL is always glad to work with instruc-
tors who are interested in integrating collaborative work 
into their courses: we encourage you to stop by or make 
an appointment with one of our consultants to learn 
more! 
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