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Abstract

Communicative teaching methods have the potential to be beneficial in teaching and
learning foreign languages. An aim of group work (GW), which is a common
approach in language classes, is to help learners to communicate and interact with
other learners in language classrooms. The early researchers have criticised the
system of teaching methods applied in Saudi schools, which does not produce
students who are highly proficient in English, and some of them suggested that GW
could be a possible strategy to address the problems. This study investigates the
Saudi learners’ perceptions of group work with regard to three issues: benefits of
GW, difficulties of GW, and the factors that affect learning in GW (teacher roles,
group dynamics and group tasks). The purpose of this study is to explore the possible
effects of GW in order to know more about learners’ attitudes towards GW and

inform language teachers on students’ views on using GW.

A mixed methods approach (quantitative and qualitative methods) was used to
collect the required data for the study. Questionnaires were collected from 188
students in five private language institutions, located in three cities in Saudi Arabia:
Riyadh, Jeddah and Makkah. From this sample, 20 students were interviewed in
more detail in follow-up telephone interviews. The questionnaire examined learners’
general perceptions and the telephone interviews explored further the questionnaire
findings.

The findings revealed that many language learners see the advantages of GW as
mostly related to (1) cognitive aspects, i.e. benefits that help learners in the learning
process and (2) emotional aspects, i.e. benefits that enhance the motivation for
learners. Some learners identified difficulties mostly related to learners’ behaviours
in GW. Many learners saw the teacher’s role as being mainly to listen to groups and
monitor learning. They identified a positive role for teachers when learners are doing
GW. Positive behaviours of learners were identified as more common in GW than
negative behaviours. Most learners thought that learners’ ability and their level of

competency in English language should be taken into account when deciding on GW



composition. Finally, many learners considered group tasks as important in helping
them to benefit fully from working together.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1. Overview

This chapter will provide the background to the current study. The first part will give
an overview of the education system in public and private schools in Saudi Arabia.
The second part will offer an overview of English as a subject and of the current
issues in teaching English to Saudi students. Some recent studies in the field of
English Language Teaching in Saudi Arabia will then be reviewed. Finally, the

purpose and significance of the study will be explained.

1.2. English language teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia

In Saudi Arabia, English became more and more important as a language in the
1930s, with the discovery of oil. At that time, American companies controlled oil
production. This economic reality impacted on the importance of English as a means
of communication. Generally, the rapid progress of industry and commerce led to the
recognition of English as an important language in Saudi Arabia. In addition, Saudi
people needed English to communicate with non-Arabic speakers who came from all

over the world on pilgrimage to visit Makkah.

At present, English is seen as essential by most young people, and speaking English
is generally viewed as key to achieving academic, economic and social success.
Saudi Arabia is one of the most rapidly developing countries and is keen to gain
access to the international science and technology community which uses the English

language as a medium of communication (Al-Motairi, 2005).
In addition, Al-Motairi (2005) states that English plays an important role in

developing the Saudi economy, which has seen a rapid increase in the last two

decades. The progress of the economy in Saudi Arabia has achieved international
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interest. In the last decade, Saudi Arabia has become a big market for both South
Asia and Europe. This means that currently Saudi Arabia has diplomatic
relationships with English native speaking countries and non-native speaking
countries (Al-Motairi, 2005), reemphasising the importance of English as a language

of business and international relations.

The same author also stated that previous changes in Saudi Arabia, both economical
and social, generated a need for connecting the Saudi society with the international
community. This need of communication has drawn attention to the need for
teaching English in Saudi Arabia. As a result, in 1927, the government of Saudi
Arabia introduced English as a compulsory subject in intermediate and secondary
schools (Al-Motairi, 2005).

Al Hajailan (2003) also claims that English is an important subject in Saudi’s
educational system since The Ministry of Education (TMOE) has supported the
teaching of English through several initiatives. The Saudi Education Ministry is
concerned that English in schools follows the international developments in terms of
teaching methods used. Al Hajalain identifies several reasons for English to be taught
in Saudi schools. Firstly, English is considered the first international language used
in the East and in the West. Secondly, English is the language for most printed
materials in the world and for international research. Thirdly, English is the language
for international trade and economy. Finally, English is the official language of the
United Nations and used by most countries. One other reason given is linked to the
use of English as an international language by Muslim people who want to interact

with other Muslims around the world.

Saudi people need to learn English to be competitive in trade, economics, education
and other fields which use English as the main language (Zaid, 1993). This makes
English an essential subject in intermediate and secondary Saudi schools. The
English department in TMOE specified the goals of teaching English as a foreign
language in public schools. According to Al Hajailan (2003), the main goal seems to

be the development of students’ intellectual, personal and professional abilities.
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Saudi students need to acquire the basic skills of the English language to enable them

to communicate with other people around the world (Al Hajailan, 2003).

English in Saudi Arabia is considered a foreign language, as it is not the first
language or the official language of the country. However, Al-Motairi (2005) claims
that English plays a very important role in most Saudi people’s lives. The extensive
growth in the economy, investment in oil and the increase in personal income have
led to employment of a high number of foreign workers from different countries,
such as Pakistan, India, the Philippines and Indonesia. This dependency on foreign
workers created a need to use English as a means of communication. Many Saudi
people use English at home to interact with domestic helpers who come from non-
Arabic speaking countries. Also, English is used in several places i.e. shops,
supermarkets, restaurants. English is also widely used in professional organisations

to interact with people who do speak Arabic.

Recently, the use of the English language has increased due to the fact that many
educational institutions, large companies, and the majority of hospitals, use English
as a medium of communication. In addition, English is considered as a medium of
instruction for many subjects i.e. science, medicine, pharmacy, computing and
engineering. A good level of English is nowadays one of the conditions of being
accepted as a student on some degrees, such as medicine and engineering (Al-
Motairi, 2005).

For all the aforementioned reasons, TMOE (2005: 2) has listed general goals for

teaching English in schools in Saudi Arabia. The general Goals are as follows:

1- “To explain and defend the tenets of Islam with a vision to promoting
international understanding and tolerance;

Standard One: Students will use English to introduce Islam to others.

Standard Two: Students will use English to respond to criticism
involving topics and issues central to the Islamic
identity.

2- interact with an international community of English language users;
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Standard One: Students will realize the importance of English as a
means of communication in international contexts.

Standard Two: Students will develop an awareness of the importance
of English as a means of advancement in various
international fields.

3- To promote mutual cultural understanding;

Standard One: Students will use English to communicate a respect for
their culture to other international English language
users.

Standard Two: Students will use English to understand and appreciate
the cultures of other international English language
users.

4- To enhance cognitive and problem solving skills.

Standard One: Students will use English to develop personal,
intellectual, and professional skills.

Standard Two: Students will use English to develop knowledge of
cultural, economic, and social issues.”

In public schools, there are usually four lessons per week of English for intermediate
and secondary level students. Also, there are two lessons of English for the sixth
grade of elementary schools, since the students start learning English from this stage.
The duration of the lessons is usually 45 minutes and each class is made up of
approximately 25 to 35 students (AlFahadi, 2006).

In summary, many Saudi people consider that English is very important in Saudi
schools for the reasons above mentioned. It seems that the need for learning English
has determined the changes in the English language curriculum in Saudi Arabia.
Thus, TMOE has set new policies for the teaching and learning of English to

improve students’ learning.

1.3. Private education in Saudi Arabia

TMOE (2006) defines private education as the kind of education provided by
institutions supported through private funds or through individual students’ financial
contributions, but which run their teaching and learning activities under the

regulations of the national authorities. A non-governmental establishment that carries

19



out any kind of private education prior to the higher education stage is called a

private school.

The types of private schools in Saudi Arabia, supported by TMOE (2006), are as

follows:

1. Day schools that include the three different stages (Primary, Intermediate and
Secondary).

Evening schools.

Qur’an teaching schools.

Arabic language education schools for non-Arabic speakers.

English language schools and institutes.

o a > w0 D

Calligraphy institutes.

Recently, TMOE in Saudi Arabia attempted to improve its policy on guiding the
teaching of English in private institutions (AlFahadi, 2006). According to TMOE
(2006), in addition to the role of private schools in the area of education, they are

expected to:

“1. Improve the methods of teaching in compliance with the general educational
framework.

2. Contribute to beneficial and effective educational research.

3. Provide training courses for teachers to improve their professional
development.

4. Expand the role of the traditional school and contribute to the spreading the
knowledge.

5. Preserve and abide by public conduct and rules of respectability of the Saudi
society.” (TMOE, 2006: 1)

In summary, private schools have been encouraged in Saudi Arabia, but the
provision is guided by the supervision of TMOE. Private schools have very similar
aims and objectives to public schools. This means that private schools are well
regulated and Saudi people often choose evening private schools to study English,

while they also attend public schools during the day.
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1.4. Statement of the problem of teaching English as a foreign

language in Saudi Arabia

According to Sheikh (1993), there are two forms of English in Saudi Arabia:
informal (i.e. the oral English mainly used for communication with foreign workers)
and formal English (which is taught in schools). While the more formal form of
English is required by the TMOE in schools, it is difficult to achieve the required
aims of TMOE in full. On the one hand, English teachers are aware of their students’
needs for conversational English for interaction and the uses of informal English by
people outside school. On the other side, they are restricted by the traditional
methods of teaching English, as TMOE has prescribed them. Sheikh (1993) says that
there are some rules from TMOE which restrict the methods of teaching. She

identified four main aspects in this sense:

1- Teachers are expected to work within the framework that achieves the
specific aims set by TMOE.

2- They are required to cover the prescribed school syllabus in the time selected
by the Ministry, which consists of four lessons per week for thirty five weeks
(Most teachers think that this is too short.).

3- Teachers are expected to finish each unit in four lessons and have to prepare
students for annual examinations.

4- TMOE is not really concerned with creative teaching aids and extra-

curricular activities, despite the fact that they recommend their use.

Due to the limitations imposed by TMOE’s requirements, English teachers feel they
cannot make use of much informal language in class, i.e. the spoken English of day-
to-day life, and also that they cannot adopt a student-centred approach (as opposed to
a teacher-centred approach), as the curriculum is too packed. They are obliged to
follow TMOE’s requirements, which make it difficult for them to promote
opportunities for students to use conversational English or work in small groups. As
a result, students are unable to use the English taught in schools in their daily

interactions, since the schools concentrate on teaching sentence structure and
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grammar rather than conversational skills. Neither do they see the importance of
using grammatically correct sentences when they speak outside the school. They see
that informal English is more valuable to them, as they can use it in everyday life as

well as in studying later on.

Currently, the gap between the formal: school English and the informal:
communicative English is widening even more. Consequently, English taught in
schools is considered by many students as a boring subject, in which they mainly
have to memorize grammatical rules and vocabulary in order to pass the examination
at the end of the year. Moreover, the aims of enabling students to achieve a good
level of competence and to interact with English native speakers are not achieved in

schools.

Further in this sense, Zaid (1993) claims that, in public schools, Saudi students study
English with emphasis on teaching the content of language instead of use of English
in communication situations. This is because reading and writing may be seen as
more important than oral communication. Many researchers (e.g. AlMaiman, 2005;
Al-Motairi, 2005; Zaid, 1993) claim that there is agreement between parents,
teachers and pupils that the teaching and learning of English in schools is

unsatisfactory, leading to a weak performance of students in English.

Zaid (1993) mentioned that there is a mismatch between some of the goals and
objectives of teaching English in Saudi public schools and the methods used and
promoted by the Ministry. The common method of teaching English in Saudi public
schools is the Audio-Lingual Method (ALM), in which rigid drills of grammatical
rules and repetition of words and phrases are emphasised. Zaid (1993) stated that
many teachers use ALM when they teach English, as it serves the objectives set for
teaching English in schools. He claims that despite the popularity of ALM in Saudi
schools, it is an unsuccessful method in providing students with communicative
competence, since it only allows students to repeat what they hear, but they may not
produce new forms of English language. This may be one of the reasons why many
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Saudi students feel they cannot communicate and express themselves in English,
even though they have studied English for several years.

However, Zaid (1993) claims that Saudi teachers sometimes follow some other
methods such as the direct method, cognitive code learning and grammar translation.
Direct method focuses on teaching vocabulary and exchanges of questions and
answers between the teacher and students to check understanding. Cognitive code
learning promotes the selecting of conscious grammatical forms as essential in
learning process. Richards and Rodgers (2001) explain the grammar translation
method as “the way of studying a language that approaches the language first
through detailed analysis of its grammar roles, followed by application of this
knowledge to the task of translating sentences and text into and out of the target
language” (2001:5). These teaching methods seem to focus more on the content
rather than the usage of language, so they are less likely to help students to
communicate fluently in English. Also, as mentioned above, the promotion of these
methods through the curriculum proves again that Saudi teachers are not encouraged
to teach communicative competences or encourage students to speak English in

class.

Zaid (1993) claims that the training of English teachers in Saudi Arabia does not
prepare them for real-life situations when they can use English confidently and for
teaching English in a communicative way in classrooms. He states that teachers still
lack the ability to speak English fluently even after graduation from teachers’
college. Further, Sheikh (1993) also said that the majority of teachers are not trained
to improve existing teaching materials. In her study, only 7.14% of the teacher
sample used additional materials in the teaching process because of their

unavailability in schools.

In addition, Al-Motairi (2005) stated that, in public schools, teaching English has
long been a controversial issue. The reason for this heated debate is that the
proficiency in English of school-leavers has consistently been far below the required

level. He explained that English language teachers, educators and parents have
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always expressed their deep concern and dissatisfaction with Saudi students’ abilities
to use English in their social lives. Despite the fact that students study English for at
least six years at school, for an average of four hours a week, most of them graduate

from secondary school unable to express themselves in English.

Sheikh (1993) conducted a study on the use of Communicative language teaching in
Saudi Arabia, and concluded from a total of Students surveyed that although TMOE
has recommended offering two sessions of oral work per week, 45% of the students
stated that oral skills were not considered important skills and 67.5% emphasised that
the grammar is the most important., 46.87% of students stated that there was no
opportunity for student-student interaction in their classes, and 50% of teachers said
that they only used student-student interaction in classes ‘sometimes’. However,
many students still proved to be interested in learning English, which was the
favourite subject for 24.06% of the students, and many other students stated that
English is a very interesting subject, but the materials and the teaching methods
made it a boring subject based on memorisation. These findings suggest that the
Saudi educational system may need communicative syllabuses and communicative

pedagogies.

This section has identified the main current difficulties in promoting effective
English language teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia. According to Sheikh (1993),
the solution is to find a way to maximize the time in class given to students to
participate actively in communicative activities. Class time and the large class sizes

were the main barriers that prevented teachers from using communicative methods.

1.5. Research on teaching and learning English for Saudi students

Al-haidari (2006) examined the extent to which the use of cooperative learning
affects reading performance in the Islamic Saudi Academy in Washington. He used a
quasi-experimental design, and his study included 57 students from grade four and
five in the academy. He developed and administered pre- and post-measures for
reading performance. Additionally, he administrated pre- and post-measures of

students’ attitudes towards cooperative learning and students’ motivation towards
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reading. ANOVA showed significant differences between the experimental and
comparison groups on the post-measure of vocabulary and fluency, while there was
no significant difference between the experimental and comparison groups on post
measures of reading comprehension and students’ motivation toward reading. In
other words, the findings revealed that the use of cooperative learning had positive
effect on vocabulary and fluency for students in experimental group because they get
more practice and more feedback than students in comparison groups.

AlMaiman (2005) investigated the level of motivation to learn English as a foreign
language in the year before and after students began learning English in a formal
classroom setting in Saudi Arabia. The study included 301 male students from the
seventh-grade in public schools. The method used in this study was pre- and post-
questionnaire. The findings of MANOVA indicated that there were significant
differences between the Saudi students’ motivation levels before they learned
English and after one academic year of English learning. The level of motivation
decreased in all five components of the model (integrative motivation, parental
encouragement, instrumental motivation, attitude towards the learning situation, and
motivation) after students had been exposed to English language instruction. This
may be because the teachers, their teaching methods, the type of textbooks or

parents’ attitudes did not motivate students to learn English.

In another study, AlEssa (2003) observed interns of thirty-five men in The
Burayadah Secondary Commercial School in Saudi Arabia when using cooperative
training to see how frequently they use the English language in all its forms and how
this helped students practise English in the workplace. The methods used in this
study were observation and interview for some participants. The findings revealed
that although the participants’ views on the purposes of the cooperative training were
different, they all agreed that it was a useful preparation for their future career by

building their self-esteem and helping them apply what they learned.

Other researchers (Al-Fahadi, 2006; Al-Nafisah, 2001; Al-Yousef, 2007; Zafer,

2002) explored issues related to teaching English in Saudi Arabia. These issues
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related to the teaching methods, textbooks, teachers and the relationship between
these factors and the students’ achievement. Moreover, other researchers (for
example AlMotairi, 2005; Sheikh, 1993) investigated the curriculum of EFL in Saudi
Arabia and found that there is need for (a) an increase in the number of EFL sessions,
(b) better training programmes for EFL teachers, (c) increased opportunities for
teachers to participate in policy making decisions in teaching English language, and

(d) revised and improved textbooks.

Finally, Zaid (1993) provided evidence in his study that textbooks, teaching methods
and teachers’ preparation are all factors that affect learning. He stated that more
research into the teaching methods of English in Saudi Arabia is required in order to
examine and evaluate the efficacy of these methods. He also criticised the type of
teaching methods used in Saudi schools, as they do not produce students who are
fluent in English. Moreover, he stated that many parents are unhappy with the
English lessons their children receive. This might explain the reasons behind sending

children to private schools, as English lessons start earlier, in primary school.

1.6. Rationale for the current study

In Saudi Arabia, current research in EFL is very limited. Most of the research
focuses on materials and teacher preparation rather than methods of teaching. The
review of evidence in the sections above clearly shows that teachers do not generally
use communicative methods in public schools, which may affect students’ learning

of English since they can “receive” the new knowledge, but they cannot produce it.

In the private sector, as mentioned in most of EFL institution websites,
communicative methods are used to help students practise English in the language
classroom. Many of these institutions state that students’ ability to use English in

social life is one of their aims.
Based on these reasons, the proposed study will focus on provisions in private

institutions. Most of these language institutions, as seen through their aims and

objectives on their websites, claim that they use communicative methods in order to
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increase chances for students to participate and speak in class. Also, they aim to have
smaller class sizes, with no more than 15 students in the class. Lessons may last up to
two hours in some institutions, and they use up-to-date materials. In contrast to what
is happening in public schools, most private institutions claim to use student-centred
methods rather than teacher-centred ones (Sheikh, 1993).

Sheikh (1993) suggests that group work (GW) could be one possible solution to
maximize the class time and allow learners to participate in EFL classroom. She
suggests that learners can apply their understanding of the language when learning in
groups. She also proposes GW as a solution for the large EFL class. In addition, GW
can prove appropriate for oral skills development, but it could also be used for

reading, writing and grammar skills.

The purpose of the study presented in this thesis is to explore the explicit benefits
and difficulties that students identify in relation to GW. Further, the researcher will
aim to investigate the significant factors which impact either positively or negatively

on learning English in groups.

It is thought that by identifying the benefits of GW as perceived by EFL learners, the
study will provide EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia with ideas on how to use group
work, as well as allowing them to think of ideas to reduce the negative effects of
some of the barriers of GW, as seen by students. Finally, the findings could also be
useful for students, to know how learning in groups may affect their learning of

English.

1.7. Significance of the study
This study is significant for the following reasons:

1- This type of research has not been conducted widely in Saudi Arabia, as
reflected in the difficulty to find recent studies that investigate the use of GW
in Saudi EFL classrooms. Given the particular conditions of EFL in Saudi
Arabia as prescribed by the Ministry of Education, the importance of

studying these issues is apparent.
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2- The current study will explore the explicit benefits of using GW in EFL
classroom, but also the possible difficulties which may affect learning in GW.

3- One of the aims of the current study is to explore (from the students’ point of
view) the factors that affect GW.

4- This study aims to have pedagogical significance. Informed by the findings of
this study, EFL learners and EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia may identify the
positive effects of using groups where these exist, and explore ways to

overcome the possible negative effects of using groups in EFL classes.

1.8. Conclusion

To summarise, this chapter has discussed the education system in Saudi Arabia in
relation to teaching English as a Foreign Language, as well as the current issues
faced by teachers and students in the EFL context. English teachers in Saudi schools
are faced with key dilemmas when making decisions about their teaching, and
TMOE is in the process of reconsidering the relevant EFL teaching policies. Many
Saudi researchers have conducted studies relating to the teaching of the English
language in Saudi Arabia. However, most of these studies focus on teaching
materials and textbooks, and few investigate the teaching methods used in Saudi
schools. The next chapter will discuss relevant theories and previous studies that
have investigated current EFL teaching and learning methods, with a particular focus
on the role of GW.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Overview

This chapter provides a theoretical and conceptual background to the study. The first
part discusses the definitions of group work and cooperative learning. The second
part explains theories that relate to communication and interaction in the language
classroom. The third part debates the role of GW in language learning. Then the
factors that affect the use of GW in the EFL class are examined, based on a review of

recent studies in the field.

2.2. Defining group work and cooperative learning

According to Johnson and Johnson (2006), there are different views as to what a
‘group’ actually means. It seems that there are as many as seven distinct definitions
of ‘group’, and in this part, the main definitions will be discussed. The first definition
of a group is: ‘a number of individuals who join together to achieve a goal’ (2006: 5).
There are goals that cannot be achieved well by individuals alone, and for this reason
people come together in groups. The second one is of a group as ‘a collection of
individuals who are interdependent in some way’ (2006: 5). This definition implies
that group members have to, or do, consider themselves as one unit and that things
that affect one member of the group will affect the whole group. Another possible
definition relates to the interactive dimension in group, in which a group is ‘a number
of individuals who are interacting with one another’ (2006: 6). This means that there
IS no group without interaction. In addition, in relation to the mutual influence of its
members, a group can be defined as ‘a collection of individuals who influence each
other’ (2006:7). The last definition is related to motivation; groups are ‘a collection
of individuals who are trying to satisfy some personal need through their joint
association’ (2006:7).
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All of the definitions mentioned above share the idea that a group means a number of
individuals. However, each definition implies different aims for these groups of
individuals. In the present study, the researcher will consider the first definition from
Johnson and Johnson (2006), of a group as ‘a number of individuals who join
together to achieve a goal’. Students form a group in an EFL class to achieve the
specific goal of learning English. This definition implies that students should
cooperate with each other to reach their goal. Often, teachers distribute students into
groups to improve key skills such as writing, speaking, reading and listening. Groups
may help students to complete various tasks together. They can share knowledge and
help each other to complete tasks. Cooperation between group members is essential
to achieve a goal.

According to Johnson et al. (1998, p.1:5), ‘cooperative learning is the instructional
use of small groups so that students work together to maximize their own and each
other’s learning’. Slavin (1983) has defined the cooperative learning process as an
alternative collection of new systems of instruction to replace the more traditional
approaches to learning. It is an approach that enables students to work and learn
together. Woolfolk (2001) points out that the expressions “group learning” and
“cooperative learning” are frequently used as if they have the same meaning. He
defined group work as a number of students working together; however, this does not

necessarily imply cooperation.

Furthermore, Richards and Rodgers (2001) emphasise that cooperative learning is an
approach to teaching that makes maximum use of cooperative activities involving
pairs and small groups of learners. Olsen and Kagan (1992) define cooperative
learning as a ‘group learning activity organized so that learning is dependent on the
socially-structured exchange of information between learners in groups and in which
each learner is held accountable for his or her own learning and is motivated to
increase the learning of others’ (1992:8). Also, cooperative learning seeks to develop
classrooms that foster cooperation rather than competition in learning (Richards &
Rodgers, 2001).
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To sum up, GW in EFL refers to an approach of organizing students so that they are
more likely to cooperate with each other to reach specific learning goals. It is
possible to have GW without cooperation, but it is impossible to have cooperative
learning without group and/or pair work. In the present study, the researcher will
focus on GW that involves cooperation between group members. The focus of the
study will be on GW and how it may help learners to acquire new language. Theories

of second language acquisition will be reviewed in the following section.

2.3. Theories and approaches of Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
2.3.1. Theories of communication and interaction

Most of us believe that talking is one of the important daily functions in human life.
Since we are born to talk, communication is considered to be the main purpose of
language. This means that communication is a natural situation in which we learn to
use language. It means interaction with others in order to receive knowledge or
produce knowledge. Language learners often start to interact in a second language as
they did as children when they were learning their first language. Furthermore,
according to Krashen (1982), language acquisition is the process of subconscious
learning (occurring without conscious perception), in which language learners can

acquire a language naturally.

In language teaching, the communicative method was established from a theory of
language as communication (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Group and pair work are
good examples of communicative methods, where language learners can interact and
communicate easily with other learners. This is a basic function of the
communicative method (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). Communication and interaction
among language learners may facilitate language acquisition. In addition, the
communicative approach aims to help language learners increase their input (the
language data that is available to the language learners) and output (the production of
language, such as speaking) in the language. Language learning can be improved
when learners repeat the language elements they hear, such as the subject-verb
agreement rule (Lightbown & Spada, 1999). By listening to other students’ use of

the rule, students may achieve accurate utterances in the target language.
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Hall and Hewings (2001) suggested that learning a language is a process which
develops through interaction between learners, teachers, texts and activities.
According to Richards and Rodgers (2001), the communicative view of the language
believed that language is a medium for the expression of meaning. Thus, interaction
and communication are essential in learning another language because learners need

to transfer and express meaning to learn how they use the language.

Further, the basic goal of communicative language teaching is the achievement of
communicative competence. Krashen (1982) proposed the input approach to
language acquisition that rejects the role of explicit instruction in teaching. He
believes that learners can acquire the language naturally. He believed that learners
can acquire the vocabulary and the grammar if they get input and they can improve
their speaking ability if they have enough quantity of comprehensible input (full
understanding of English language). Therefore, Krashen believes that grammar

instruction is not as important in language teaching.

According to Krashen (1982), acquisition needs interaction and communication in
the target language. This will help language learners concentrate on how they can
understand and transmit an idea to other learners rather than concentrating on the
form of words. Effective methods of language teaching are those that support the
comprehensible input in a relaxed environment (Krashen, 1982). These methods
allow students to produce the target language when they feel they are ready to do so.
Therefore, the improvement in language results from the communicative and
comprehensible input, not from correcting the production (Krashen, 1982).The
essential hypothesis of Krashen’s Second Language Acquisition theory is
Acquisition-Learning. According to Krashen, there are two approaches to second
language performance: the acquired approach and the learned approach. The
acquired approach or ‘acquisition’ is similar to the process that children go through
when they acquire their first language. He defined this approach as the subconscious
process in the second language (L2). This approach needs natural interaction and

communication in the target language in which the learners concentrate on the
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communicative aspect, not on their utterances or grammatical correctness. The
learned approach or ‘learning’ consists of a conscious process about the language,
such as learning of grammar rules. Krashen claims that the acquisition approach is

more effective than the learning approach.

However, the recent branches of Communicative language teaching have criticised
Krashen’s theory, since his natural approach points to the individual thinking and
behaviour of learners and ignores the social learning environment (Nunan, 1988).
Consequently, Nunan (1989) supports new methods that facilitate interaction in the
classroom, such as tasks. Long and Crookes (1992) suggested task-based language
teaching (TBLT). They believe that tasks offer learners samples of the target
language and provide chances for learners to produce the language and negotiate
meaning. In addition, Nunan (1989) supports tasks that learners can apply to real life

and which stimulate internal learning processes.

Both communication and interaction have similar functions in learning the language.
Students’ communication leads to their interactions with each other and vice versa.
Long (1996) has proposed the ‘interactional hypothesis’ that supports negotiation
(i.e. discussion aimed at reaching an agreement) for meaning in interaction, which he
claims is essential to develop the language, since it increases learners’
comprehension of input and gives them the chance to introduce and elicit negative
feedback from other recipients. The negative feedback draws the learner’s attention
to differentiate between correct and incorrect utterances and lets them focus on
forms, thus enabling effective learning. Therefore, Swain (1995) stated that creating
chances for language learners to use and produce the language may facilitate the
language acquisition. Through using the language, language learners can observe the
target language forms and reflect on their language usage. Also, they can know more
about L2 knowledge and produce more accurate utterances when they observe the
target language forms (Swain, 1995). The interaction hypothesis promotes the ‘focus
on form’ approach (i.e. how students produce the utterances and linguistic forms in
language), which is essential in communication as well as being useful in dealing

with students’ errors (Doughty & Williams, 1998).
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In addition, Allwright (1984) sees interaction as the fundamental fact of classroom
pedagogy, because everything that happens in the classroom happens through a
process of live person-to-person interaction. There are two types of Interaction
strategies: Modified-Interaction Strategies and Social-Interaction Strategies.
Modified-Interaction Strategies relate to people who need help in using specific
language to achieve communicative goals. These strategies are very important for
interaction in Second Language or Foreign Language situation. Social-Interaction
strategies help the participants to be good communicators in different social settings
(Bejarano, 1997). These prepare language learners for communication outside the

classroom.

Some of the second language acquisition theorists emphasise that language learning
takes place through using language communicatively, more than practising the skills
of language. Long (1983) said that through conversational interaction, people can
acquire the language. Meanwhile, he also believes that the modified interaction is the
device for language acquisition. Many researchers argue for the positive effect of
meaningful interaction in learning. They emphasise that ‘learners have to talk in

order to learn’ (Skehan, 1989, p. 48).

Despite the diversity of Communicative language teaching approaches, a consensus
is established that language cannot be learned only through syntax approach such as
grammar, nor can it be learned solely through language use, such as speaking.
Consequently, syntax and usage of language should be learned together in order to
achieve effective learning. Knowledge of syntax may increase the input knowledge,
while usage of a language may improve the output. Input and output knowledge are
essential aspects in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and these will be discussed

next.
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2.3.3. Theories underlying Cooperative Learning

According to Kagan (1996) ‘language acquisition is determined by a complex
interaction of a number of critical input, output, and context variables’ and
cooperative learning ‘has a dramatic positive impact on almost all the variables
critical to language acquisition’ (1996:1). Ghaith & Yaghi (1998) investigated the
effect of cooperative learning on the acquisition of EFL rules and mechanics. Results
indicated that there was no overall significant interaction between participants'
aptitude and their subsequent linguistic achievement. However, low achievers in the
experimental classes made more relative gains than their high-achieving counterparts

in the same classes.

Further, Ghaith (2003) has investigated the effects of the cooperative learning model
in EFL teaching of Lebanese students on improving reading achievement and
academic self-esteem and on decreasing students’ feelings of school alienation. The
results indicated no statistically significant differences between the control and
experimental groups on the dependent variables of academic self-esteem and feelings
of school alienation. However, the results revealed a statistically significant
difference in favour of the experimental group on the variable of EFL ‘reading
achievement’. Since only fifty-six high school learners of EFL participated in the
study, this is a relatively small sample to generalize the actual effect of cooperative

learning on reading achievement.

Huang (2006) explored the effects of cooperative learning on students’ English
achievement and their perceptions toward classroom life in China. The results
revealed that cooperative learning was significantly effective in enhancing students’
achievement in English. Also, cooperative learning was significantly effective in
enhancing students’ perceptions of classroom life in terms of teacher social support,
academic self-esteem and competitive learning. Further, it indicated that most of the
students’ perceptions of the effects of cooperative learning in terms of language
development, affective development and social development were positive, although
there was a small percentage of students who thought that cooperative learning

affected negatively their language development.
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Storch (2001) investigated in his study three pairs of adult English Second language
(ESL) students on a writing task. The main data was transcripts of the pairs’
discussions, as well as some observational notes of the researcher and the written text
the pairs produced. The findings indicated that students working in pairs may not
necessarily work in a collaborative manner, but when they do collaborate, this may
have an effect on task performance.

To summarise, in this section theories of cooperative learning have laid the basic
idea of cooperative learning approach. Several studies have confirmed the successful
use of cooperative learning in the EFL classroom. The next section will discuss some

aspects of cooperative learning that are important in learning another language.

2.4. Cooperative aspects in language learning

Sherif and Sherif (1956) suggested that people feel more positively about each other
when they work together, help each other and interact constructively when
performing tasks. According to Manning and Lucking (1993), ‘Cooperative learning
validates Sherif and Sherif’s beliefs because method, intended outcomes, and reward
structures associated with working cooperatively toward a common goal tend to
improve intergroup relationships® (1993: 12). Sherif and Sherif’s view promotes
interaction with others during the learning process in order to encourage cooperative

learning.

Cooperative learning has been introduced as a viable substitute method to traditional
ability grouping, and competition among students. Learners recognise that
cooperative learning helps increase the chances for interaction in social life and
encourages people to achieve a common goal. Furthermore, research shows that
cooperative learning can contribute to excellent relationships between groups in
multicultural classrooms. It encourages learners’ self-esteem and their academic

achievement (Manning & Lucking, 1993).
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Furthermore, it can be argued that cooperative language learning can support the
functional (i.e. the use of language through communication) and structural (i.e.
knowing the lexical items of language) models, as well as the interactional model of
language, since cooperative language learning actions can be used to concentrate on
practising the language and using the language form (Richards & Rodgers, 2001).
Olsen and Kagan (1992) claim that cooperative learning has three main advantages:
(1) it provides a range of alternatives to the interaction structure among students; (2)
it provides requirements for language development within the same organizational
framework; and (3) it increases the chances for individuals to get instruction from
others. McDonell (1992) maintained that the cooperative classroom is more suitable
and effective for second language learners, because it provides opportunities to

communicate, collaborate, negotiate, problem-solve, and think critically.

Johnson et al. (1990) assert that ‘what we know about effective instruction indicates
that cooperative learning should be used when we want students to learn more, like
school better, like each other better, like themselves better, and learn more effective
social skills® (1992:5). Oxford (1997) suggested that many studies point out that
compared to competitive or individualistic learning experiences, cooperative learning
is more efficient in promoting intrinsic motivation and task achievement, creating
advanced order thinking skills, enhancing attitudes toward the subject, improving
peer work, heightening self-esteem, increasing time on tasks, and creating caring and

unselfish relationships.

Moreover, cooperative learning has a positive effect on language acquisition (Kagan,
1996). Students can provide other learners with knowledge and help each other learn,
since they have different abilities and levels of knowledge. Some students may be
more knowledgeable than others. These students can help others when they work
together. On one hand, the high ability students benefit from teaching other students
and may become more confident. On the other hand, the low ability students may
become more relaxed in learning and enthusiastic to learn from their group instead of

exposing themselves to the whole class (Petresky, 2004). Cooperative learning
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encourages less proficient students to participate with others. Since they need to
improve their skills, it becomes beneficial for them to cooperate with other students.

To conclude, GW is an approach that encourages cooperative learning in which
students work together to support each other’s learning. Within these groups,
students can discuss with their colleagues the content that they are learning, help
each other understand, and motivate each other. In contrast, individualistic learning,
in which students work by themselves to achieve learning goals, may not be as
effective (Johnson & Johnson, 2006).

2.5. Group work and language learning

An important aim of group work is to encourage fluency in language. In the language
class, group work is a strategy that gives opportunities to students to discuss issues or
do joint activities with other students in a less threatening environment (Harmer,
1991). Students may achieve better when they work with peers. This is because the
brain functions and develops most effectively when meeting challenges in a relaxed,
safe environment where recognition, praise and reward outweigh criticism and when
it is enabled to process comprehension inputs at many different levels of

consciousness (Harmer, 1991).

Small group work (from two to five students) supplies the language classroom with
comprehensible, appropriate and to some extent accurate input, as well as supporting
the communication and the interaction in the classroom (Ghaith & Yaghi, 1998). It
gives language learners enough time to speak and interact in the target language. It
encourages learner autonomy and self-directed learning (Brown, 2001). In addition,
learners may feel more relaxed and confident during their interaction with their
groups. They may achieve better in small group discussions than in whole-class

discussions (Brown, 2001).
Groups may allow students to be more independent because they are given the

chance to teach others and also to learn from others. In contrast, in teacher-fronted

situations, students may be more dependent because the teacher is doing most of the
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talking. Group work also increases the opportunities for student practice. This means
that in a class of forty students, pair work will allow twenty students to talk at once
instead of one student talking at a time (Harmer, 1991). Further, group work
maximises the benefits for students in the classroom. It can be used to improve oral
activities for language learners, complete tasks that need discussion among learners,
share reading and listening activities, and write cooperatively with other learners. It
also has the great advantage of allowing different groups of students to do different

tasks and activities depending on their ability (Harmer, 1991).

In the language classroom, group work helps to improve two aspects: students can be
more responsible in their learning, and they can also communicate more in the target
language. These two aspects are essential requirements to achieve successful
interaction (Seliger, 1983). Bygate (1988) indicates that GW helps language learners
to form utterances by using the target language, as well as allowing them to prepare a
discussion collaboratively. This suggests that GW may be very effective in
increasing language learners’ capabilities of actively using the new Language. Long
and Porter (1985) provided evidence of quantitative and qualitative characteristics of
language learning in group activities. Their results indicate that small group work
maximises class time, as well as providing a lot of different types of communicative

acts for learners.

McDonough (2004) explored instructors' and learners' perceptions of the use of pair
and small group activities in a Thai EFL context, and examined whether the learning
opportunities theoretically attributed to pair and small group activities occurred in an
intact classroom. He also investigated whether learners who actively participated
during the pair and small group activities showed improved production of the target
forms. The results indicated that learners who had more participation during the pair
and small group activities demonstrated improved production of the target forms,

even though they did not perceive the activities as useful for their learning.

In EFL classrooms, grouping is an effective method of teaching for several reasons.

It maximises the time that students can speak the target language. In addition, it
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minimises the time that students spend listening to other students and interacting
with the teacher; it avoids the anxiety that hinders some language learners from
speaking and interacting with the teacher in front of the whole class; and it gives the
teacher more opportunities to discuss with students the structure of the task (Foster,
1998).

To sum up, several researchers (Brown, 2001; Foster, 1998; Ghaith & Yaghi, 1998;
Harmer, 1991) claim that GW is efficient in language classrooms as it gives learners
the opportunity to practise English with their group members. In a language class,
teachers can use effective groups to enhance students’ learning. The dynamics of
GW can be used most effectively to promote learning if teachers look at the factors
that may affect group members. These factors might have a positive or a negative
effect on students’ learning. For example, small groups may lead to efficient
learning, whereas larger groups may cause barriers in learning for some learners. In
the following section, group dynamics and the factors that might affect it will be

discussed in more detail.

2.6. Group dynamics

Group dynamics relates to the scientific analysis of group behaviour. It concerns
both group life and group characteristics. According to Dornyei & Malderez (1997),
there are two important facts about a group that lead to group dynamics formation.
Firstly, students behave in a different way in a group than they would behave outside
the group. This means that the group has ‘a life of its own’. Secondly, it is possible to
study the characteristics of groups in general, even if different groups share some

common features.

Clement et al. (1994) claimed that group dynamics has been a core area of social
psychology for several years. It concerns the scientific analysis of the dynamics of
small group behaviour, which focuses on issues such as group formation and
development, group structure and group processes. Dornyei (1997) stated that there
are three aspects of group dynamics which have educational applicability: 1) Some

types of group (e.g. classes, seminars and discussion groups) occur in organised
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learning. 2) Group processes and group characteristics influence the quality and the
amount of group learning, as well as contributing significantly to achievement and
failure in classroom learning. 3) The information about group dynamics - whether
theoretical or practical - may help teachers to provide an effective learning
environment. Teachers should be aware of the principle of group dynamics in order
to create a cohesive group, a relaxed environment and improve classroom

management (Ddrnyei, 1997).

Storch (2002) investigated the nature of pair interaction in an adult ESL classroom.
His study explored the dynamics of pair work and how the behaviour of students
affects positively and negatively their productivity when working together. He
examined the nature of interaction between 10 pairs of adult ESL students over a
range of language tasks. The findings suggested that certain patterns of pair
interaction are more conducive than others to language learning. The analysis of pair
interaction has shown that not all students work collaboratively when assigned to
work on language tasks in pairs. The analysis of the data identified four distinct
patterns of pair interaction: collaborative, dominant/dominant, dominant/passive, and
expert/novice. The study found the collaborative pattern to be the predominant
pattern of pair interaction. In addition, the study found that learners working in pairs
can scaffold each other’s performance. However, such scaffolding is more likely to
occur when pairs interact in a certain pattern: either collaboratively or in an
expert/novice pattern. The study found that there were more instances showing
evidence of a transfer of knowledge in the data of the collaborative pair and the
expert/novice pair than in the data of the dominant/dominant and dominant/passive
dyads. In comparison, the data of the dominant/dominant pair had the greatest
number of instances showing no transfer of knowledge, and the data of the
dominant/passive pair had the greatest number of instances suggesting missed
opportunities. This means that, cooperative work between learners leads to

successful result in group learning.

In summary, group dynamics refers to the group members working together as well

as to the group process and characteristics of the group members, which may impact
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on the ways they interact with others and their EFL learning. There are several key
aspects of group dynamics, such as group structure, group composition, interaction
patterns, group formation, group size, group cohesiveness and the seating
arrangement of groups. These aspects contribute significantly to the understanding of
group dynamics and students’ interaction. The next sections will explore some of

these aspects in more detail.

2.6.1. Group composition

Group composition is a very important factor which affects GW in the EFL
classroom. Richards (2006) stated that there are four main options in forming a
group. The first one is to allow students a chance to choose their own group members
to be more comfortable when working together. The second one is to form a group
on the basis of some common features between students, such as a group of students
encountering the same difficulties with their writing. The third one is to create
groups randomly. This option seems fair for students, as well as being quick and easy
to organise. The fourth one is for the teacher to form groups according to some
shared characteristics in students, such as students’ date of birth. For example, the
teacher may classify students born between 1983 and 1985 in to one group, and
students born between 1987 and 1989 in another group. Some teachers follow this
method to promote interaction in the group and to break down barriers between
students. However, Brookes and Grundy (1998) disagree with the first three methods
of forming groups and agree with the fourth method, which is that the group be
formed based on minor characteristics shared between students.

Proficiency or mixed-ability grouping is one of the more controversial issues in
cooperative learning (Allan, 1991; Slavin, 1991). Some researchers (e.g. Oakes,
1992; Richards, 2006) believe that when groups include low and high achievers, the
low achievers feel intimidated. On the other hand, Johnson et al. (1990) disagree and
believe that the high achievers can help themselves by helping the low achievers.
The high achievers can deepen their understanding through the explanations they
give to other group members. Also, they can prepare themselves to be professional

teachers or for any field that involves different forms of teaching others.
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Similarly, the low achievers can benefit as well from mixed ability groupings
(Richards, 2006). In mixed ability groups, low achievers receive help not only from
their teachers, but also from their peers. They can be more motivated to try again if
they fail, because the outcomes of their efforts affect not only themselves, but all the
group members. In addition, motivation may increase in cooperative learning
because groups promote the individual responsibility that encourages students to
cooperate with other members to do their part of the task. However, the distinction
between students may increase in mixed ability groups because the high achievers
may be more likely to help the low achievers. This may affect group effectiveness
and productivity. In order to solve this problem, Kagan and Kagan (1998) suggested
that group tasks that include a varied level of intelligences are the most likely to

increase the opportunities for mutual support.

On the other hand, homogenous ability grouping is effective, but may not be as
beneficial for students’ learning. Baines et al. (2003) claimed that several
researchers have done studies which are focused on whether students should be in
ability groupings or mixed ability groupings. The ability grouping is still a

controversial concept among researchers in language learning.

To summarise, choosing the appropriate membership of groups can lead to efficient
GW and learning. The teacher can choose the best option to form groups depending
on the kind of task that students are asked to do. They can choose between mixed
ability and same ability groups depending on the type of task. Some skills, such as
writing, may need students with different abilities to work together, so that low
achievers may get help in writing from high achievers. However, in some skills such
as speaking, it may be better to group students of the same ability, as this a chance to
all group members to participate in discussions. The high achievers may talk more
than low achievers in mixed ability groups, which means that ability grouping may

affect group cohesion and relationships.
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2.6.2. Group cohesion

According to Forsyth (1990), group cohesion can be defined as ‘the strength of the
relationship linking the members to one another and to the group itself” (1990:10).
Group cohesion can be related to the development of the group members’
relationships and the quality and quantity of group interactions (Shaw, 1981; Greene,
1989). Evans and Dion (1991) completed a meta-analysis of several studies that
focussed on the relationship between group cohesion and group productivity. They
deduced a positive relationship between cohesiveness and productivity in a group,
indicating that cohesive groups are likely to be more productive than non-cohesive
groups. This may be because members in a cohesive group are willing to participate
more, to work on group development and to improve the goal-orientation of the
group. Also, Clement et al. (1994) found that group cohesion helps to increase L2

learners’ motivation and interaction in the classroom.

Senior (1997) conducted a study to explore the perceptions of experienced English
language teachers on the nature of “good” English language classes. The findings
show that teachers judge the quality of their classes according to how well the
students co-operated with each other to form single, unified, classroom groups. They
clearly perceived that any class with a positive whole-group atmosphere was “good”,
whereas any class which lacked a spirit of group cohesion was “unsatisfactory”, even

if it was composed of high-achieving students.

Students in a cohesive group have a strong connection with each other as they talk
more and share their ideas together (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003). In contrast, students
in a non-cohesive group have a weak connection because there is no interaction
between members of the group. In addition, Senior (1997) recognises the effect of a
cohesive group on teaching, as teachers feel more excited by a cohesive group
because of the positive interconnection and effective participation of the group

members.

To sum up, in a cohesive group, students can work better with other group members.

This is due to the stronger relationship between students in cohesive groups than in
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non-cohesive groups. Thus, the efficiency of group work may increase in a cohesive
group. Finally, the size of groups tends to have a major effect on group cohesion and
this aspect of group work will be explored next.

2.6.3. Group size

Social psychologists have looked at the effect of GW on output and general
performance, but there is little work focussing on the ideal group size in the language
classroom (Long, 1983). There have been research studies of group size for effective
learning in educational situations in general (Kutnick, 1994). The group size should
be appropriate to students’ age, experience, ability and the purpose of the task
(Blatchford et al., 2003). However, Blatchford et al. (2003) state that there are
limitations in the research that seeks to deduce the benefit of one group size over

another.

Indeed, students have more chances to participate in small groups (Richards, 2006).
Kutnick et al. (2002) stated that the interaction is more likely to involve all members
in a small group than in a large group. Students in a large group may diffuse the
responsibility between them, which hinders their participation in discussions. Long
(1983) found that the amount of students’ practice will increase as the group size
decreases. Other researchers (Kagan, 1994; Kowal & Swain, 1994) suggested that
pair-work is an ideal way to promote participation in GW. Some teachers prefer to
start with pair work (only two students) until the students can manage the interaction
and become comfortable enough to work with others (Kleiner-Brandwein, 1995).

On the other hand, Richards (2006) claimed that there are some advantages in using
larger groups. In a complex task, a large group is said to be better because students
have different opinions based on their diverse experiences. In addition, large groups
could make it easier for teachers to distribute students in groups, and they could

better supervise all groups as there would be fewer groups.

To sum up, the ideal size of a group depends on the aims of learning (Woolfolk,

2001). For example, if the purpose of the group is to revise a task or to practise
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exercises or activities, 4 to 6 members seems the ideal size. However, if the purpose
of the group is to encourage students to engage with other members in conversation,
then 2 to 4 is a more suitable number for an effective group (Woolfolk, 2001:343).
Another important factor that affects GW is the type of task given and this will be

discussed next.

2.7. Tasks and group work in language learning

Ellis (2003) stated that task has been defined in different ways at different periods of
time. Richards et al. (1986) defined a pedagogical task as ‘an activity or action
which is carried out as the result of processing or understanding language (i.e. as a
response)’ (1986: 289). Richards et al. identified that tasks did not always involve
the production of language. In addition, Lee (2000) suggests two possible definitions.
Firstly, he defines a task as a classroom activity or exercise that has a learning
objective and which can be achieved only during interaction among students, and
also has a mechanism to let students interact in a structured and organised way. Also,
a task is an activity that focuses on the exchange of meaning. Secondly, a task gives
an aim to the language learners to produce the target language.

Ellis (2003) defined the pedagogical task as ‘a work plan that requires learners to
process language pragmatically in order to achieve an outcome that can be evaluated
in terms of whether the correct or appropriate propositional content has been
conveyed’ (2003:16). Further, Nunan (2004) defined the pedagogical task as:

a piece of classroom work that involves learners in comprehending,
manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their
attention is focused on mobilizing their grammatical knowledge in order
to express meaning, and in which the intention is to convey meaning
rather than to manipulate form. (2004:4)

Ellis (2003) claims that tasks are a vital aspect of communicative language teaching.
They are used to construct a communicative environment in language teaching.
According to him, some methodologists have integrated tasks into more traditional
approaches in language teaching, while others have considered tasks as a basic part

of teaching.

46



Furthermore, it is widely argued that communicative language tasks, which provide
learners with an opportunity not only to produce the target language but also to assist
in conversational amendment such as checking and clarifying problems with
utterances, help language learners to improve their L2 (Foster, 1998). Jacobs &
Navas (2000) have deduced that task-based language teaching encourages language
acquisition by providing students with chances to increase their input, supplying
contexts to allow learners to produce accurate output and creating a real-life
environment in the classroom. Input and output (i.e. input is the basic source of
knowledge from which language develops and output refers to the production of
language) are considered as the basic contributions to second language acquisition
(Foster, 1998).

Task-based language teaching is essentially reflecting the communicative aspect in
learning the language. It refers to a type of language teaching which considers the
task as the basic unit in constructing and implementing foreign language instructions.
In the last twenty years, many researchers have addressed the use of tasks in
language teaching focusing on tasks that include the interaction aspect (Breen, 1987,
Prabhu, 1987; Nunan, 1989). This kind of task is ideal for GW to promote interaction

among learners in order to achieve a specific learning goal.

Groups need a good reason to encourage positive social relationships and
collaboration. Students need clarification and purpose for being together in one
group because some of them may have a negative view of why they were grouped
together. Therefore, Doveston and Keenaghan (2006: 8) identified that ‘the
democratically agreed group task provides a common purpose and motivation for the

students to be involved with each other’.
There is an argument that a social pedagogy of GW needs to consider some key

factors, such as teacher, student and classroom context, but it will also need to

consider the nature of the group task. Some research indicates that the relationship
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between the task and the quality of group interaction has a significant impact on
learning (Blatchford et al., 2003).

Ellis (2003), who provides a review of several studies, identified that in the language
classroom, GW resulted in more negotiation of meaning than teacher-fronted lessons
only when the task was adequate. Although some of the studies reviewed have used a
required information task (i.e. a task that asked for a specific activity to be worked on
in GW), but they also found that there was notably more modified interaction in
groups than in a teacher-fronted lesson. They conclude that the essential factor to
determine the amount of the negotiation work in groups was the kind of task rather
than participatory organisation.

The type of group task is considered an essential component of any analysis of
effective GW (Baines et al., 2003). Richards et al. (1986) proved that in order to
create a communicative atmosphere in language teaching, teachers would have to use
different kinds of tasks, since they provide a purpose for practising the language.
There is a belief that learning may be ineffective if tasks are not appropriate to the
specific type of grouping arrangement (Galton & Williamson, 1992). The best suited
task for GW is an activity that includes the implementation of the skills to new areas
after the students have acquired already the basic skills, but they need to improve

conceptual understanding (Howe et al., 2000).

In summary, choosing the appropriate task for GW is more likely to result in efficient
learning for groups. Indeed, teachers play an important role in choosing the
appropriate task for groups. They should recognise the abilities of group members
and identify suitable work for each member. Also, they have to select tasks that

encourage cooperation in group work.
2.8. The teacher’s role in group work

Gillies (2004) and Richards (2006) state that the teacher plays a critical role in

supporting and facilitating interaction among students and engaging them in
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cooperative learning. However, the teacher’s role during cooperative learning and

small group activities has been less studied (Richards, 2006).

Harmer (1997) has identified some of the roles that the teacher who uses grouping
can adopt. These are: controller, evaluator, organiser, prompter, tutor, investigator
and participant. According to Edge (1993: 70), ‘the teacher is not asked to give up
control in order to use pair work and group work, the teacher is asked to exercise
control in order to use pair work and group work’. The teacher’s role includes
observing how the students do the task, checking their understanding and helping
them use the target language in an accurate way. However, Edge (1993) suggests that
it might be better for the teacher to allow students some independent time at the
beginning of group work and check on groups after they finish the task given, to see
how things are going, to give suggestions, and to answer students’ questions.
However, the teacher should also give group members a chance to work by
themselves cooperatively in order to solve problems (Richards, 2006).

This helps the teacher know more about the abilities of each group member and how
the students think (Edge, 1993). Also, it is an opportunity for teachers to help those
students who have difficulties and need support. The teacher needs to predict the
possible needs of the students and organise them into groups that will meet their
learning needs. In addition, the teacher needs to work on the classroom structure in

order to facilitate learning in group work (Blatchford et al., 2003).

Hassard (1990) talks about the changes in a teacher’s role in a student-centred

learning approach, like cooperative learning:

[1t] requires a conscious shift of perspective on the part of the teacher,
away from authoritarian and towards coordination of cooperative
actions and the facilitation of instruction. Teachers who have
incorporated this philosophy into their classrooms orchestrate the
students’ activities and are masters in securing and creating well-
designed, team-oriented tasks.(1990: ix)

49



Johnson et al. (1994) claim that the teacher’s role in cooperative learning will shift
from ‘sage on the stage’ into ‘the guide on the side’. Thanh (2008) explained further
this view and identified that the teacher’s role changes in a cooperative learning class
to a technique assistant rather than a knowledge transmitter. The main roles of a

teacher in a cooperative learning class are as follows:

1- Organise the curriculum cooperatively and construct lessons which meet the
students’ requirements to work in a cooperative way in the classroom
(Johnson & Johnson, 2004).

2- Train students to be familiar with the cooperative skills necessary for
successful interaction (Tang, 1996).

3- Observe the groups to supervise the cooperative process (Johnson &
Johnson, 1990).

4- Listen to students when they explain their views to their peers and find out
how well they understand the topic and the instructions given (Thomas,
2005).

5- Assess students’ contributions to the group; provide feedback to groups and
individual students; and make sure each member feels responsible for their

group’s outcomes (Johnson et al., 1994).

These are some of the main roles that a teacher can do when implementing
cooperative work in the classroom. In cooperative learning, the teacher should
present the main points of the lesson and then allow students to work in their groups
on tasks that help them learn. The teacher can intervene when students need

clarification of instructions or to praise students for good work (Lotan, 2004).

A study conducted by Hertz-Lazarowitz and Shachar (1990) on teacher’s verbal
behaviour in GW proved that there are differences between the teacher input in a
cooperative learning situation as opposed to whole class instruction. In cooperative
learning, teachers may increase the positive instructional behaviours, such as
encouraging students’ work and helping students in discussion. Also, their language

may change to simple linguistic forms that are understandable to their students. They
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also tend to reduce the negative instructional behaviours such as disciplining students
and rushing the students” work. The authors concluded that teachers who implement
cooperative learning act more as facilitators than teachers who teach whole-class

groups.

Similarly, Gillies (2004) looked at how teachers change the way they interact with
their students when they implement cooperative learning in their classroom and are
trained in specific communication skills. The findings revealed that when teachers
are trained in specific communication skills which are designed to promote thinking
and scaffold learning during cooperative learning, they engage in more mediated-
learning interactions, ask more questions, and make fewer disciplinary comments

than teachers who have been trained to establish cooperative learning only.

To conclude, to promote successful learning, the teacher in a language class should
act more like a facilitator and develop activities in GW that encourage students to
practise the language in a meaningful context. The teacher can create a positive and
supportive learning environment within the class to make students feel safe and
secure to practise the language well. Teachers are also responsible for promoting and
developing in students a positive attitude to the learning environment, as well as
being responsible for the essential role of motivating students to enhance their
language use. However, there are no guarantees that the group will be successful if
the teacher adopts this approach. Students also have an essential role to play in group
work and this aspect will be discussed next.

2.9. Students’ roles in group work

The students’ role during GW can be divided into two main types: natural role and
assigned role (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003). The natural role relates to the students’
characteristics or behaviour in groups, whereas the assigned role relates to the role

which the teacher assigns to each student.

Dornyei and Murphey (2003) claim that after the teacher assigns students to groups,

the different characteristics and behaviours of students start to emerge. For example,
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in some groups there will be students who want to lead, and others who want to
follow. Some students take more than one role and change it from time to time, while
others take one role unconsciously and stick to it most of the time.

Student leaders emerge mostly in all groups and they tend to control and supervise
GW. There are two types of student leaders: task specialists and socio-emotional
specialists (Dornyei & Murphey, 2003). The task specialist leader will often try to
move the group to accomplish the work and motivate them to reach their goals.
Usually, they must engage in unpleasant duties such as giving orders, criticising and
changing the work process. All these duties may be necessary for groups to complete
the task. This may be the reason why socio-emotional specialists appear in groups.

They work as the peacekeepers for groups and try to maintain the group harmony.

Ddrnyei and Murphey (2003) suggest that assigning a role for each member of the
group may be more effective to achieve successful GW. Cohen (1994) also claims
that the group are efficient if every member has something specific to do, i.e. asking
for and giving information, giving examples, synthesising and summarising and
taking notes and recording information. She found that if members are satisfied with

their role productivity may increase.

By specifying roles for each member, the natural process of group work may speed
up. Dornyei and Murphey (2003) suggested that specifying roles for each member
may improve the learning, as well as promote the development of different abilities.
In addition, specifying a role may decrease the anxiety of group members as they

know what they should do.

In summary, every student in a group should have a specific role, as this may
encourage all group members to cooperate with each other, as well as decrease the
potential tensions and difficulties between members. Allocating a role for each of the
group members may motivate students to achieve the group goals. Motivation in
learning is a very important factor to successful learning and the following section

will discuss this in detail.
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2.10. Motivation and group work

Motivation is one of the most important aspects in GW and in learning in general.
Learners need to be motivated to work cooperatively with other members.
Motivation refers to the effort of students to learn the language, the desire of students
who want to learn and the effect of emotional reaction to learn the language (Garrett
& Shortall, 2002).

According to Brophy (1988), motivation to learn is defined as students’ eagerness to
find academic methods and activities meaningful and worthwhile and to enable them
to gain the benefits from these methods. Motivation to achieve a common goal may
be affected by our relationship with people who work with us. Self-efficacy is one of
the essential factors that affect students’ motivation. Bandura (1997: 3) defined self-
efficacy as ‘the belief in one’s capabilities to organise and execute the courses of
action required to produce given attainment’. This definition implies that there is a
strong relationship between self-efficacy and motivation in learning. If the self-
efficacy of the language students increases, students are likely to have a higher

motivation to learn and vice versa.

Woolfolk (2007) points out that the socio cultural view of motivation focuses on
involvement and the participation in communities. People often keep their identities
and relations within the community. Therefore, they are able to interact and
participate in most of the community’s activities. Thus, students may be motivated to
learn and participate with other students if they feel that they are part of the
classroom community. Students can learn from other students in similar ways to their

learning outside class.

In group work, members sometimes have equal responsibilities to accomplish the
group goals. Thus, motivation tends to increase in cohesive class groups (Dornyei,
2001). Furthermore, students may benefit from the strong and positive relationship
between group members (Dornyei, 2001). However, Swezey et al. (1994) suggested

that most motivation theories try to clarify the processes of motivation through
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individual work, although the action in GW might illustrate the features of
motivation which are obvious in GW more than individual work. Ushioda (1996)
concludes that the psychological conditions for fundamental motivation can be
established within collaborative learning. These researchers conclude that there is a
positive relationship between some characteristics of L2 motivation and cooperative
goal structure. Deutsch (1962) points out that encouragement from one’s group may

result in successful achievement.

According to motivational theories, students will be motivated to help their group
when the group members are cooperative (Slavin, 1983). The cohesiveness of the
group mediates the learning. Furthermore, students may be motivated to help their
fellow students because they have to care about each other to achieve successful
learning as part of group cohesion (Prichard, 2006). In addition, cooperative learning
creates a particular system of motivation to activate the learning. It is probably the
most effective method that promotes students’ motivation and enhances the learner

achievement (Dornyei, 1997).

Evans and Dion’s review (1991) of studies looked at the relationship between group
cohesion and group performance. They found a major positive relationship between
these two aspects. Cohesive groups tend to be more productive than non-cohesive
groups. That may be because of the fact that in a cohesive group, students want to be
more active in group activities and tasks. Also, they want to improve the group
outcomes. Furthermore, Clement et al. (1994) have concluded that group cohesion

contributes significantly to motivating language learners.

Motivation influences achievement directly. It plays an important role in L2 learning
(Oxford & Shearin, 1994). Groups may be considered the fundamental source of
motivation to learn the L2. Groups can help as a source of support and maintenance
(Douglas, 1983). Although language learning is not easy and it takes a long time,
groups may help students to expand their abilities to learn (D6rnyei & Malderez,
1997).
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To conclude, it seems that there is a relationship between motivation and success in
learning in groups, since the productivity of GW will increase if the group members
are motivated to work together. Therefore, in order to achieve the goals of group
work, the factors that affect GW should be given serious consideration. While there
are several positive factors that may increase the motivation of group members to
learn together successfully, other negative factors may decrease the motivation and

hinder learning.

2.11. Conclusions

This chapter has discussed the most important aspects of GW from a theoretical and
conceptual perspective. Several studies were reviewed critically, to provide evidence
of the key issues in GW in language teaching and learning. Communication,
interaction and cooperative learning are some of the important issues in GW. All of
these issues may affect learning in groups. In addition, group composition, group
cohesion, group size, and group task are some of the essential aspects that have been
discussed in this section. The review has discussed how these aspects can impact
positively and negatively on GW. Finally, the teacher’s role, student’s role and
motivation in GW were examined. These three aspects may play an important role in
achieving effective GW. The teacher may work as organiser, facilitator, or helper to
group members. Students can reach their learning goals if they work cooperatively
with other members in their groups. Also, the success of GW will be related to

members’ motivation in working with group.

2.12. The direction of the present study

The review of the current studies related to GW in the field of EFL indicates that:

» Most of the current research focussing on the examination of GW in EFL
setting used experimental methods to test the efficacy of GW on learners’
achievements, motivation to learn, cooperative learning, learners’ behaviour,
as well as the factors that affect GW: group dynamics, group size, group

composition, and teacher’s role in GW and students’ role in GW.
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» Few studies have been conducted to investigate the learners’ perceptions,
attitudes and impressions of GW in EFL classes, so this issue needs to be
investigated more since it could enhance the learning process in GW.

» There is a need for exploratory studies which provide clear knowledge of

learners’ perceptions of GW in EFL classroom.

These conclusions indicate that this current study is in line with recent needs in the
field of EFL research. Previous researchers (Sheikh, 1993; Zaid, 1993) recommended
the need for communicative methods in Saudi Arabian EFL classes. This study
focuses on exploring learners’ perceptions of GW, seeking to present the perceived
benefits of GW and explore the existing difficulties related to it. Also, it seeks to
discover learners’ perceptions of the effect of significant factors during the
cooperative process in GW. Since no previous research discussed learners’
perceptions of GW in Saudi EFL classes, it was thought that knowing more about
learners’ attitudes to GW may highlight the significant aspects affecting learners’
during grouping. Martinez et al., (2002) suggested that exploring language learners’
perceptions may help to improve their attitude to GW. The research questions of this
study (See Section 3.2.) have been set based on the need to investigate this current
issue in the field of EFL teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia, and, on the review of
related literature. The next chapter will discuss the methods of data collection, the
design of methods, and why the specific methods were used for the research
presented in this thesis.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

3.1. Introduction

This chapter first identifies the research questions of the present study. It then gives
an overview of the qualitative and quantitative research paradigms in educational
research, in order to identify the most suitable approaches to collect and analyse data
for the proposed research topic and reviews the advantages and limitations of using
these methods, including the combination of two distinct research paradigms. The
chapter also describes the research instruments used and discusses the ethical
considerations within the research. In the second half, the chapter profiles the
participants in the study, the nature of the institutions from which the participants
were recruited and the processes of data collection and analysis.

3.2. Research questions

The research questions have been identified in the beginning of this chapter to
illustrate the focus of the present study. This study aims to explore the learners’
perceptions of the benefits of GW to success in learning. Also, this study aims to
investigate learners’ attitudes towards GW, by discovering the barriers that GW may
pose in learning, from the learners’ point of view. The last purpose of the current
study is to explore how the related factors of GW affect the learning process (for
more details of the study’s purpose, see section 1.6.). Three questions have been set

to achieve the purposes of the study:

1. (A) What are the explicit benefits that Saudi EFL learners identify in
relation to group work?
(B) If there are any benefits, what are the perceived impacts of these

benefits on students’ learning?
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2. (A) What are the difficulties of group work that Saudi EFL learners
identify in the learning context?
(B) If there are any barriers, how are these perceived by Saudi EFL
learners?

3. (A) What are the factors that students identify as significant in learning in
groups?
(B) How are these factors perceived by Saudi EFL learners?

Two methods have been used to investigate each question. A questionnaire was used
to explore the first part of each question (A), while interviews with students were
conducted to explore the second part (B) of each question. The justification for

choosing these methods will be given later on in the chapter.

3.3. The research paradigm

3.3.1. Quantitative and qualitative research

Educational research utilises qualitative or quantitative approaches, or a combination
of both. Quantitative research is useful in measuring the amount, intensity and
frequency of the target variables. On the other hand, qualitative research can explore
a deeper understanding of events and phenomena from the participants’ or the
researchers’ point of view. While qualitative research focuses more on descriptions
and clarifications about events and individuals in more detail without using
numerical data, quantitative research is concerned mainly with numerical data
(Bamberger, 2000). Often, researchers combine the two paradigms in order to

explore complex phenomena.

Denzin & Lincoln (2000) defined qualitative research as follows:

It is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists
of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
They turn the world into a series of representations. This means that
qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting
to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings
people bring to their lives. (2000:3)
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Denzin & Lincoln (2000) argue that such interpretive research is subjective and
participative in its essence. They also claim that qualitative research implies a set of
empirical materials: case study, individual experience, interview, life story,
introspective, interactional, observational, historical and visual text that explain in

detail people’s lives and the experiences they face.

On the other hand, Jupp (2006:250) defined quantitative research as ‘research
involving the collection of data in numerical form for quantitative analysis, the
numerical data can be duration, scores, counts of incidents, rating or scales’. Jupp
(2006) also believes that it is possible to collect quantitative data in either controlled
or naturalistic environments. He also stated that quantitative research tends to be
associated with the realist epistemology i.e. ‘a field of philosophy concerned with the
possibility, nature, sources and limits of human knowledge’ (Jupp, 2006:92). This
means that in quantitative research real things (e.g. opinions, behaviours) can be
measured and have meaningful numerical values. However, Silverman (2000)
claimed that qualitative researchers believe that a dependence solely on guantitative
methods may cause ignorance of the social and cultural construction of the variables

which quantitative research seeks to correlate.

Muijs (2004:2) states that quantitative research is useful when the aim of the research
is to answer several kinds of questions: (1) To collect quantitative answers, e.g. How
many students choose to study in Higher Education? (2) To check the accuracy of
numerical change, e.g. Are the number of students in education department rising or
falling? (3) To know the state of something or describing phenomena, e.g. What
factors predict the recruitment of science teachers? (4) To test a hypothesis, e.g.
Whether there is a relationship between a pupil’s level of achievement and their self-
esteem and social background. However, qualitative research is more beneficial
when the researcher wants to draw explanations from the analysis of the data and
describe the scene and time position of participants. Thus, qualitative research makes
use of a variety of methods which are interactive and humanistic to present in-depth

descriptions of a particular location and scene.
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Many writers (e.g. Bamberger, 2000; Creswell, 2003; Flick, 2004; Muijs, 2004;
Silverman, 2000) have discussed the differences between quantitative and qualitative
research. Quantitative research fails when the aim of the study is to explore the
problem in depth, but it is useful for providing information on a large number of
units, while qualitative research is helpful when we want to explore concepts in more
depth, and for investigating the perspective of the participants involved in the study.
Quantitative research “objectively” reports reality, while qualitative research is
manipulated by the researcher’s political and personal values. Given these points,
qualitative research is often seen as lacking the rigours of quantitative research.
However, there is a limitation in quantitative research because researchers define the
variable(s) to be studied, while in qualitative research unexpected variables are
allowed to emerge. The flexibility in qualitative research encourages the researcher
to be innovative, as it is mostly concerned with words rather than quantification
(Bryman, 2004). Conversely, the quantitative approach gives structure to the
research, but without flexibility. Further, some methods from quantitative research
are more useful when looking at cause and effect, while qualitative methods are more
appropriate when looking at the meaning of a particular concept. Finally, quantitative
research aims to reach a larger number of participants. In contrast, qualitative
research often includes a small group of participants.

In summary, qualitative methods provide descriptions of people’s characteristics and
events they participate in, as well as determining their opinions and views, all
without measurements; on the other hand, quantitative methods concentrate on
measurements of concept or events (Thomas, 2003). Despite some clear distinctions
between the two approaches, quantitative and qualitative research methods are often
more efficient when they are used jointly in research. Furthermore, the reliability and
the validity could be increased when combining the two approaches a study. The
next section will discuss the concepts of ‘reliability” and ‘validity’ in relation to both

approaches.
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3.3.2. Reliability and validity in quantitative and qualitative research

Reliability and validity are key features of any good research. Reliability means ‘the
extent to which a measuring instrument, for example a test to measure intelligence,
gives consistent results’ (Jupp, 2006:262). Despite the importance of reliability in
measurement, the researcher should measure the validity of the data as well (Jupp,
2006). Validity refers to ‘the extent to which an indicator or variable adequately
measures the theoretical concept it purports to measure’ (Jupp, 2006:314). Validity is
one of the basic requirements of measurement. In the current study, since the
researcher used a mixed methods approach, she ensured the reliability and validity

for both instruments: the questionnaire and the interview.

McMillan (2008) claimed that reliability increases with heterogeneous groups rather
than with homogenous groups. To ensure reliability in the present study, the sample
of the study was a heterogeneous group in which there featured differences in age,
sex, education qualifications, and English levels. Cohen et al. (2007) suggested that
ensuring that the participants realise the importance and the benefits of the
questionnaire is necessary in order to increase its reliability. In this study, the
researcher explained the importance and the benefit of the questionnaire on the

students’ information sheet.

Cohen et al. (2007) stated that questionnaire reliability could be increased by
requesting follow up interviews, either face to face or by telephone. Since a mixed
methods approach was used in the present study, the researcher asked at the end of
the questionnaire for volunteer students to write their personal details (See Appendix
1 for the questionnaire) to conduct follow up telephone interviews.

Joppe (2000:1) claims that the level of validity in quantitative research determines
whether the research accurately measures the intended phenomena or how truthful
the research results are. Muijs (2004: 65) supports Joppe (2000) when he suggests
that the ‘validity asks the question: are we measuring what we want to measure?’ In
educational research, most concepts cannot be measured directly. Thus, Muijs (2004)

claims that it is impossible to connect directly into people’s heads and know what
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they are thinking, feeling or experiencing. This means that attitudes, for example, are
latent variables which cannot be directly measured. Therefore, there is a need to
develop instruments which measure these concepts. For example, in questionnaires,
questions can be designed to look at manifest variables (variables we can actually

measure), whilst also measuring a latent variable at the same time.

In the first phase, the researcher ensured the content validity of the questionnaire by
piloting the instrument (see Section 3.7. for more details on the pilot study). After
piloting the questionnaire, some ambiguous expressions were changed to ensure the
questions would be understood. Also, regarding the item validity ‘which is concerned
with whether the test items are relevant to the measurement of the intended content
area’ (Gay et al. 2009: 155), the researcher ensured that all questionnaire questions

related to and covered the intended subject.

On the other hand, according to Gibbs (2007), qualitative validity means that the
researcher checks for accuracy in findings by employing specific procedures, while
qualitative reliability indicates that the researcher’s approach is consistent across
different research settings and different projects. In the current study, the researcher
asked for some native speakers to check the clarity of the interview questions (for
both the Arabic and English versions) and Arabic translation. Silverman (1993)
suggested that interview reliability can be improved by piloting the interview
questions. In this study, the researcher piloted the interview to ensure the validity and
clarity of the interview questions for language learners. The participants in the pilot
study for the interview approved all the interview questions as being clear and easy

to understand.

In the analysis stage, to ensure interview validity, the researcher used audio
recording equipment (Gay et al., 2009) during the telephone interview to accurately
recall all details that participants mentioned. The researcher used members to check
the interview transcripts to ensure accuracy in the recording of the information (Gay
et al, 2009) and transfer the exact meaning through the English translation.
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Cohen et al. (2007) argue that one way to ensure the validity of the interview is to
associate interview data with another method that has been approved in terms of
validity. Since the aim of the interview in the present study was to elaborate on the
questionnaire findings, the researcher linked the interview data (see Appendix 6 for
the interview schedule) to the questionnaire outcome because the data from the two
instruments complemented each other. Cohen et al. (2007) suggested that if the data
of both methods is in agreement, it can be said that the interview validity is

associated with confirmed validity of the other used method.

To summarize, Patton (2002) claims that validity and reliability are two issues which
any researcher should be concerned with when designing a study, analysing results
and judging the quality of the study. The meanings of “reliability” and “validity” are
different in quantitative and qualitative research. In each approach, the researcher
followed different procedures to test validity and reliability, adapted for their studies.
In integrated approaches (which combine qualitative and quantitative methods),
researchers may use different procedures to test reliability and the validity within
both paradigms. The next section will discuss the integration of quantitative and

qualitative approaches.

3.3.3. Integrating quantitative and qualitative methods in educational research

Combining quantitative and qualitative data is an effective approach to strengthen the
methods of data collection (Bryman, 2004). This combination can be used at
different stages of the research and it is often referred to as ‘mixed methods
research’. However, despite considerable progress in promoting the combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods, many researchers find it difficult to make full

use of both sets of data collection methods (Bamberger, 2000).

Bryman (2004) states that there are many ways in which qualitative research can
facilitate quantitative research. For example, qualitative research may often be a very
effective basis of generating hypotheses for quantitative methods. Similarly,
quantitative research can prepare the base of qualitative research in which the

researchers can identify people to interview. This approach was used in the present
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study, in which a quantitative method was used first, then participants for a telephone

interview were identified.

Creswell & Plano Clark (2007) stated four purposes for mixed methods research. The
first and second are to develop sequential studies, in which quantitative data builds
on qualitative data or qualitative data builds on quantitative data. The third purpose is
to develop a concurrent study in which both quantitative and qualitative data are
collected at the same time and brought together in the data analysis. The fourth
purpose refers to a transformative study, which is based on a concurrent study.
Creswell (2003) explained this purpose as ‘the researcher uses a theoretical lens as an
overarching perspective within a design that contains both quantitative and
qualitative data’ (2003:16).

Creswell (2009) suggests a more detailed classification for the sequential purposes.
He classifies the sequential purposes into three strategies: sequential explanatory
strategy, sequential exploratory strategy, and sequential transformative strategy. The
first is a very common strategy for mixed methods design. It is characterised by the
collection of data using quantitative methods first, with the qualitative approach
following up. The qualitative design builds on the initial result of the quantitative
measures. The two forms of data are separate, but connected. The purpose of using
this strategy is to explain and interpret quantitative results by adding more detailed
qualitative data. Creswell (2009) asserted that this strategy is straightforward since
the steps of implementation of the two designs are very clear and easy to describe
and report. However, the main weakness is that data collection is time-consuming,

since the quantitative and qualitative phases occur separately.

In the sequential exploratory strategy, qualitative data is generated first and then the
quantitative phase comes after the analysis of the qualitative data and is built on the
results. The purpose of this strategy is to support the qualitative data, as it may
explore a new phenomenon. This strategy has the same advantage and disadvantage
of the first (straightforwardness, so ease in interpretation and reporting; however, it is

time consuming).
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The third strategy is called the sequential transformative strategy, and includes two
phases of data collection, one following the other (either quantitative or qualitative
may come first). The second phase builds on the first. The mixing of the two designs
is as in the first and the second strategy, but this strategy has a clear theoretical
perspective to manage the study. The purpose of this strategy is to support the
theoretical perspective. It also shares the same advantages and disadvantages with

the previous strategies.

The present study followed the first strategy described here, the sequential
explanatory strategy, using the quantitative approach first, then applying qualitative
methods. The first (quantitative) phase addressed the explicit benefits and
disadvantages of group work, as well as investigating the important factors that affect
positively and negatively students’ learning in groups. Information from this first

stage was then explored further in the second (qualitative) phase.

Based on the research questions, integrating quantitative and qualitative methods was
the most suitable approach for exploring the desired phenomena for the proposed
study. The questionnaire used in the first stage covered all aspects of the research
questions, and the interviews conducted in the second stage helped investigate some
important aspects in more detail and ask participants for clarifications. These

decisions will be detailed further in the following sections of this chapter.

To summarise, this section has discussed the combination of the two approaches,
quantitative and qualitative, in educational research. Some of the purposes of a
mixed method approach and the possible outcomes have been addressed. The next
section will discuss the research instruments used in the present study and the

rationale for using these.
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3.4. The research instruments
3.4.1. The questionnaire
Dornyei (2002) has defined questionnaires as

any written instruments that present respondents with a series of
questions or statements to which they react either by writing out their
answers or selecting from among existing answers.(2002:6)

This means that in questionnaires respondents read the questions, interpret what is

expected and then write down the answers (Kumar, 2005).

Jupp (2006) further states that questionnaires are an excellent instrument for
collecting large amounts of quantitative data. Wilkinson and Birmingham (2003)
claim that questionnaires can be difficult to design and analyse. They demonstrated
that questions in questionnaires, if not designed carefully, can be misleading or
ambiguous. They may need to be tailored for use with particular groups, and they
may take days or weeks of work to analyse them. However, Wilkinson and
Birmingham (2003) believe that a well planned and well executed questionnaire can
produce rich data in a format ready for analysis and interpretation. They suggest that
an effective questionnaire is one that enables the researcher to get useful and accurate
information or data from the respondents. This is a complex process which involves
the researcher presenting clear and unambiguous questions, so that the respondent
may interpret them and articulate his or her response. The researcher should also
record, code and analyse the answers fairly, in order to get an accurate view of the

respondents’ views through their answers.

Kumar (2005) identifies three broad types of questionnaire: the mail questionnaire,
the group administrated questionnaire, and the questionnaire conducted in a public
place. In the mail questionnaire, the researchers need to have access to the subjects’
addresses to deliver the forms by mail. Although it can be an efficient way of
collecting a large amount of data, mail questionnaires are sometimes considered
impersonal and can suffer from low response rates (Wilkinson & Birmingham,
2003). It is good idea to send a prepaid, self-addressed envelope with each

questionnaire, as this may increase the response rate (Kumar, 2005).
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The group administered questionnaire is a useful instrument for collecting data from
a specific sample of respondents who can spontaneously be brought together for the
same purpose, for example, students attending a lecture (Kumar, 2005). Response
rates for group administrated questionnaires can be higher than rates for mail
questionnaires, as less people refuse to participate, since they feel personally
involved with the questionnaire that the researcher hands them directly. Explaining
the purpose and importance of the study to the respondents, and clarifying any points
for respondents, including their right to refuse participation, can also motivate them

to take part in the research (Kumar, 2005).

The third option refers to the administration of a questionnaire in a public place. The
researcher goes through questionnaires in the targeted place with participants from
the population that he/she is looking for, for example, in a health centre, shopping
centre or school. The main disadvantage of using this method of gathering data

through questionnaires is that it is time-consuming (Kumar, 2005).

The questions are the foundation of the questionnaire. The approach that the
researchers follow in designing the questions should provide them with the required
information. Different types of questions are appropriate for several purposes and
different kinds of data can be used and analysed differently. The researcher should be
familiar with different types of questions, as each one is appropriate to elicit a
specific kind of data.

Most researchers agree on two types of questions used in a questionnaire: closed-
ended questions and open-ended questions. In closed-ended questions, respondents
are asked to choose one answer from a set of options provided. Closed-ended
questions include dichotomous questions (‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions), multiple-choice
questions, and ranking questions. Although this type of question helps the researcher
obtain the required information, the data gathered lacks detail and depth. Gillham
(2007) and Kumar (2003) both claim that lack of detail is a main disadvantage of
closed-ended questions. Therefore, Jupp (2006) suggests in this sense that the
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researcher may need to use further methods, to gain a full understanding of the issue
being investigated. However, Wilkinson and Birmingham (2003) believe that while
questionnaires can be very detailed or cover many themes or issues, they can also be
very simple and focus on one important area, if the research requires only specific

information.

In open-ended questions, the respondents are asked to record their answers in more
detail, depending on their attitudes, opinions or experiences of the object. With this
kind of question, the main advantage is that the respondents can express themselves
freely, giving their thoughts and ideas in more detail. However, since the answers to
open-ended questions are not pre-determined, the analysis is made more difficult
because every response must be recorded and analysed to reveal the meaning
(Wilkinson & Birmingham, 2003).

This section has discussed the questionnaire in general, mainly in relation to the
types of questionnaire and the design of its content. Since the gquestionnaire is
considered a method of data collection which leads to specific information, it could
be a very good tool in mixed methods research (Tashakkori & Teddle, 2003). The
following section will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the questionnaire

as a research instrument.

3.4.2. Advantages and disadvantages of the questionnaire

Most authors (Tashakkori & Teddle, 2003; Kumar, 2003; Gillham, 2007) agree that
the questionnaire has both strengths and weaknesses as a research instrument. The
questionnaire is a useful tool for measuring data and attitudes. It is also an
inexpensive and economical method, since it saves on research time, especially when
using a mail and group administrated questionnaires, which are self administered and
can be sent to be completed. Furthermore, it is a quick use tool, as it can be

distributed to a large number of participants at the same time.

The analysis of close-ended questions is somewhat easy to set up and manage.

Gillham (2007) believes that questionnaires offer greater anonymity to respondents
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as there is no face-to-face communication between the researcher and the
respondents, which may help where there are some sensitive questions asked, and
may increase the accuracy of the answers to these questions. Furthermore, in the
questionnaire the researchers can stay away from the situation of the interview bias.
Gillham (2007) mentioned that there is much evidence that different interviewers get
different answers. This means that differences in race, sex, social class, age and
education level affect the answers of people in the interview.

However, Tashakkori & Teddle (2003) stated that the questionnaire as a method of
data collection presents certain disadvantages. It might result in missing data. The
response rate can be quite low, especially for mail questionnaires, or can return no
responses for some items, such as open-ended questions. Gillham (2007) says that
people talk more easily than they write. Also, Kumar (2005) suggests that the
questionnaire has a self selecting bias, as respondents who return the questionnaire
may have different attitudes and motivation from people who do not respond at all.
He claims that questionnaires lack the opportunity for clarification. For example, if
respondents do not understand certain questions, they cannot ask for clarification of
meaning, so different respondents may have a different understanding of the
questions, which may in turn affect the accuracy of the information provided.
Finally, the response to a question may be manipulated by the response to other
questions, i.e. the respondents can read all the questions before answering any, which

may affect their answers on the whole.

Furthermore, Gillham (2007) sees as a main disadvantage of the questionnaire the
fact that it seeks information only by asking specific questions. Thus, the researcher
may get limited answers and only in relation to the questions asked. He also believes
that the wording of the questions may affect the answers. Finally, data analysis takes

a long time, especially for open-ended questions.
According to Bryman (2001:129), there are specific ways to increase the benefits of

the questionnaire as a research tool and overcome its disadvantages. The first point

is to use few open-ended questions, which may not be easy to answer. Secondly, the
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design of the questionnaire should make it easy for respondents to follow the
questions and not omit any questions. Tashakkori & Teddle (2003) claim that
validity is quite high for well-structured and well-tested questionnaires. Finally, it is
better to keep the questionnaire short to avoid respondent fatigue and respondents

stopping mid-questionnaire (Bryman, 2001).

This section has discussed the advantages and disadvantages of the questionnaire,
and identified some of the ways in which the researcher can increase its strengths and
decrease its weaknesses. In the present study, the questionnaire was developed
following the principles discussed above (see Section 3.4.1). Also, a telephone
interview was used with some participants to follow up the data collected through the

questionnaire, in order to get a deeper understanding of the questionnaire data.

3.4.3. The interview as a research method

According to Jupp (2006: 157), the interview is ‘a method of data collection,
information or opinion gathering that specifically involves asking a series of
questions’. He added that the interview represents the social and personal interaction
which happens in meetings between people. Similarly, Thomas (2003) states that the
interview is a method of data collection in which researchers ask participants

questions, which they answer orally.

Jupp, (2006) and Robson (2002) claim that interviews are often used in mixed
methods designs. However, Robson (2002) believes that researchers can use
interviews as a primary method. This is due to the fact that the interview can elicit
more in-depth knowledge from participants. There are three main types of
interviews: face-to-face interviews with individuals; face-to-face group interchanges;
and telephone interviews. The most common kind of interview is face-to-face or one-
to-one (Jupp, 2006), with the researcher posing questions to one respondent at a time.
Recently, there has been an increase in the use of telephone interviews (Thomas,
2003). Also, with the expansion of technology, interviews can now be in written
form, if conducted by email, via the internet.
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Wilkinson & Birmingham (2003) state that the researcher can use the interview
method as a way of obtaining detailed information. Often, interviews are also used
when the researcher sees that other research methods seem inappropriate, i.e. if the
targeted sample was illiterate, interviewing would be the most appropriate method to
collect data. Furthermore, Wilkinson and Birmingham (2003) think that compared
with other methods, the interview is a more intensive method in which the researcher
can obtain a large amount of data, while other methods may generate more

superficial information.

Several researchers (Jupp, 2006; Wilkinson & Birmingham, 2003; Robson, 2002)
claim that interviews can be differentiated by their levels of structure and the degree
of clarity and openness. Open/ unstructured interviews give interviewees the chance
to express themselves freely and clarify their views and also, it allows them to speak
more informally and explain things in more detail. The questions are not
predetermined, but the researcher will establish the interest areas, and every question
will often lead to another question. However, it is difficult to manage the time and
guide the discussion if it deviates from the main interest areas. Further, analysis of

the unstructured interview could be very difficult and complex.

Semi-open interviews have definite main questions which are determined before the
interview. They allow for more explanations, but within the limitations imposed by
the questions. The last type of interview, i.e. the structured interview, which includes
predetermined questions and answers, has respondents choose answers without
giving an explanation. It seems that the structured interview is no more than a
questionnaire which is completed face-to-face (Wilkinson & Birmingham, 2003). In
this kind of interview, the researcher can predict the expected time it will take to
finish the interview. Also, the analysis could be much easier compared with other

types of interview.
The definition, types and possible structure of interviews were discussed in this

section. Interviewing is an excellent qualitative instrument of data collection which

can provide rich data. It could also generate quantitative data, if it is more structured
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(including many closed-ended questions, similar to a questionnaire). The researcher
should be careful when choosing the appropriate type of interview, depending on the
purposes of the research. The advantages and disadvantages of telephone

interviewing are discussed next.

3.4.4. Advantages and disadvantages of interviewing by telephone

Gillham (2005) claims that the telephone interview tries to adopt some of the
characteristics of the face to face interview, since they are similar in their
responsiveness and the detailed information they can gather, but different in the time
required and related costs. Jupp (2006) suggests that telephone interviews can be
conducted to speed up the data collection process, since other kinds of interview take

a longer time to set up and conduct.

Panneerselvam (2004) states that telephone interviewing is a useful technique of data
collection for many reasons: it takes a shorter time to conduct compared with other
interviewing methods; there is a high possibility of reaching the respondents, in
contrast to a personal interview; it can be more moderate in cost. In the current study,

trying to reach participants in another country was also a significant factor.

Gillham (2005) suggests other advantages of telephone interviewing. As the
interviewer talks “live” to the interviewee, he/she can be spontaneous. The
interviewer can clarify any misunderstandings; also, the interviewer can use prompts
and probes. Because of the fact that people like to talk more than write, it seems that
they are willing to respond to telephone interviews more often than with other kinds
of distance interviewing, such as interviews by email, since telephone interviews do
not require the interviewee to write, i.e. they may say more in ten minutes than they
are able to write in one hour. Also because of the spread of mobile phones,

interviewees can be reached almost anywhere in the world.
Further, Gillham (2000) states that the interviewer can interview by telephone

several respondents in a day, which may take many days to complete if done face-to-

face. However, one difficulty that interviewers have is relying entirely on their voice
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and that of the participants, which will make the interviewer aware of the importance
of non-verbal communication. Non-verbal cues which are present in a face to face
conversation, such as eye contact or facial expressions, are absent in a phone

interview.

Gillham (2005) also says that one of the difficulties with phone-based interviewing is
that the respondents and the interviewer might engage better face-to-face. Because of
the lack of visual aids on the phone, the interview may be emotionless. He adds that
it is very hard to keep going, since the interviewer and the interviewee rely only on
vocal communication; it is difficult to be focused in a long conversation. Therefore,
Gillham (2000) suggests that the maximum time for a telephone interview should be
twenty to thirty minutes. Also, on the phone, the interviewer cannot obtain much
information about the respondents’ characteristics or their environment (Frankfort-

Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996).

Finally, Gillham (2005) says that the interviewer should use telephone interviews
only with people who give prior agreement, as well as ask them for permission to
record the conversation. The interviewee should be consulted when is the best time
to phone them, and it should be made clear to them how long the interview may last.
It is better if the interviewer arranges an appointment time that may be convenient
for the interviewee. Also, it may be helpful for the interviewer to send a copy of the
questions in advance, instead of having to read out every question. However, if the
material is sent a long time before the interview, the interview may lack spontaneity,
so it is best to send the schedule by email or fax shortly before the interview takes
place, to be sure that the interviewee does not prepare their answers in too much
detail.

3.4.5. Justification for using questionnaires and interviews in the current study

Gillham (2005) suggests that combining interview with questionnaire data helps the
researcher explore the answers to the questions in the questionnaire and then obtain
more in-depth information in the interviews. According to Creswell (2009), all

methods have limitations, so by combining two methods, one method may help
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overcome the limitations imposed by the other. He adds that the inherited bias in one
method could remove the bias of the other method and the qualitative results could
support the statistical results of the quantitative methods used.

Newman et al. (2003) stated that researchers should be clear about the purpose of
their study, which will guide them to choose the appropriate method for data
collection. They claim that it is not sufficient for researchers to consider only the
research questions to decide which method they should use, except if the research

questions reflect the research purpose.

Creswell (2009:18) identifies some criteria for choosing a research design which is
suitable for the study. He suggests that a quantitative approach is best if the problem
of the study requires discovering the factors that may affect the ‘outcome’. On the
other hand, qualitative research is best if the research problem looks to understand
specific phenomena, especially if there is little research that has discussed the issue.
Furthermore, a qualitative approach may be useful if the researcher does not know
what the important variables to investigate are or when the topic of the study is

relatively new.

In the proposed study, the aims of the research (as detailed in Section 1.6.) are to
explore the advantages and disadvantages of GW,; discover the factors that may
affect GW and understand how these factors affect the students’ learning in GW.
Therefore, a quantitative or qualitative approach cannot provide sufficient data for
the purpose of the research, if adopting only one of them. Creswell (2009) suggests
that a mixed methods approach is useful when either a quantitative or qualitative
approach cannot stand by itself to investigate the research problem- or when the topic
of the research is almost new, as it is the case of the present study. No similar

research was conducted in Saudi Arabia.
In the present study, the researcher used a mixed methods approach, consisting

mainly of a questionnaire with a large sample of students and a follow-up interview

with a more limited number of participants. Through the questionnaire, the
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researcher explored many advantages and disadvantages of GW via open-ended
questions, but this data did not have much detail or explanations. Through the
telephone interviews that followed the questionnaire, the researcher had the chance
to ask some of the respondents to clarify the brief points they made in the

questionnaire in relation to the perceived advantages and disadvantages of GW.

The researcher used a mixed method approach for several reasons. Firstly, to
overcome some of the disadvantages of the questionnaire and the interview, and
strengthen the research findings. It was thought that, since questionnaire results may
lack in detail, a follow-up interview could provide more in-depth meaning. Creswell
(2009) states that a mixed methods design is useful when the strengths of both
methods give a better understanding of the problem. Further, questionnaires generate
varied data from a large number of individuals, whereas interviews cannot include
such a large sample. Secondly, a mixed methods design was implemented to obtain
comprehensive data, which helps to investigate the research problem, by obtaining
detailed information on students’ experiences. The real strength of mixed methods is
obtaining different levels of data (Morse, 2003). Thirdly, it was thought that the
interview may help to interpret and explain the questionnaire findings by
supplementing the qualitative data obtained in the questionnaire, and to that end, the
researcher conducted the interview after analysing a small sample of the
questionnaires. Therefore the interview provided more information on areas that the
questionnaire could not cover, such as participants’ experiences of GW, and

explanations for preferring certain types of tasks in GW.

To sum up, the main purpose of combining the use of questionnaires and interviews
in the proposed research was to strengthen each of the research instruments. Also, it
was thought that the validity and the reliability of data would be enhanced. The
research generated a larger sample set of data through the questionnaire and more in-
depth data on individual experiences through interviews. The researcher followed
specific criteria in designing the questionnaire and the interview, and the next part

will discuss these steps in detail.
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3.5. The research design

3.5.1. Designing the questionnaire

In the present study, the questionnaire items were developed based on the purpose of
the research and research questions (as outlined in Section 3.2.). The researcher
included a combination of quantitative and qualitative questions in the questionnaire
(see Appendix 1). The purpose of the quantitative items was to identify students’
perceptions on the benefits and difficulties related to GW. Also, quantitative
questions were used to identify the factors related to GW that students thought
affected their learning, e.g. group task, teacher role, group dynamics.

On the other hand, qualitative questions were used in the questionnaire to add
information on participants’ opinions and attitudes on some issues covering in the
questionnaire. Participants were able to write as much as they wanted to when
answering the qualitative questions. These questions were often ‘why’ questions and
came after multiple choice questions, to expand on students’ reason(s) for choosing
their answers to the closed questions (see for example questions number 12, 14, 17).
Even though the questionnaire included some exploratory, open-ended questions, it
was thought that it would not generate in-depth data on students’ experiences of GW.
Thus, it was thought that using the interview method to follow-up on the

questionnaire could generate more in-depth data.

The questionnaire was initially developed in English and then translated into Arabic
(see Appendix 7 for the Arabic version) by the researcher (and revised by five
language Arabic students). The questionnaire was seven pages long (see Appendix 1)
and was divided into four sections to include questions on the respondents’
background, general questions on experiences of learning English, questions about
group work in general, and specific questions about group work. Some
demographic questions were asked at the beginning, to generate information to
classify the respondents, such as age, education level and employment status. These
were followed by questions about subjective experiences of group work, aimed at
exploring participants’ opinions and attitudes on GW. The content of the questions

used is detailed next.
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Background information guestions

The first part of the questionnaire included background questions, on participants’
gender, date of birth, education level (intermediate, secondary, undergraduate,
postgraduate), current level of English (beginner, intermediate, advanced), current

employment status.

Questions on English language learning

This part of the questionnaire collected general information on students’ English
language learning. It started with a range of reasons for studying English, then
questions were asked on the length of time of studying English in general, and in the
language institution. Finally, questions were asked on the frequency and the places

where the participant practices the use of English.

Questions on the perceived benefits and difficulties of GW

In the third part, an open-ended question was asked for collecting students’ views on
the benefits and difficulties of GW. Also, students were asked to rate a list of benefits

and difficulties of GW on a ranking scale i.e. from 1 ‘Not true at all’ to 5 “Very true’.

Questions on the attitudes on group dynamics

This part includes questions related to group dynamics: preferences for a specific
group size and group composition, the relationships between students in GW,
perceived role of individuals in group, learners’ common positive and negative

behaviours in GW, and the role of assessment in GW.

Questions on group tasks

Five questions were asked to collect information on students’ perceptions of group
tasks. These questions elicited information on: the preferred place and mode of
completing a group task, perceived importance of group task and the perceived

benefits of group task.
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Questions on perceived role of the teacher in GW

Four different roles of the teacher were listed under the teacher’s role in GW: helping
groups, listening to groups and monitoring learning, participate as equal with the
other group members and teacher does not interfere at all in GW. Participants were

asked to choose one or more roles that they saw the teacher as playing during GW.

At the end of the questionnaire, the researcher asked for volunteers to participate in a
telephone interview to follow-up the questionnaire. Interested participants were
invited to write down their names and phone numbers. The questionnaire and the
telephone interview were meant to complement each other. The questionnaire was
mostly concerned with students’ general views on GW, while the interview was

focused on students’ direct experiences and in-depth thoughts on GW.

The design of the questionnaire has been discussed in this section, including the type
of questions and the question sequence. The decisions made in designing the
questionnaire were also justified. In the following section the design of the telephone

interview will be discussed.

3.5.2. Designing the interviews

The telephone interview was designed to elicit more in-depth information on
students’ views and experiences of GW in EFL classes, to complement the
questionnaire. The semi-structured interview had thirteen questions which covered
the most important aspects of the research problem (see Appendix 6 for the Interview
Schedule).

The content of the interviews was informed by the results of a small scale analysis of
a subsample of 20 questionnaires. The researcher recorded the answers for the 20
guestionnaires, and grouped the answers to each question on a separate sheet. Then,
the researcher read through the answers more than one time, to find out which areas
she wanted to focus on in the interview. As mentioned before, there were many
reasons for combining the questionnaire data with the interview data. For the purpose

of the study, the researcher found that some of the questionnaire themes needed more
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explanation because the closed-ended questions did not elicit enough data to explain
the needed phenomena. It was thought that it would be interesting to focus on the
themes that needed more detail in order to answer the research questions and to
explain the targeted phenomena. Further, as the questionnaire included some open
questions e.g. the questions on benefits and difficulties of GW, the answers in most
of the 20 selected questionnaires were brief under these questions, and some of the
participants did not answered this question at all. As a result, the researcher thought
it would be useful to ask participants in the phone interviews to give their opinions to

this open question orally.

This analysis helped the researcher identify the areas on which to focus in the
interviews. The interview schedule was designed based on this analysis of some of
the questionnaires, with the aim to answer the second part of the research questions.
The first question ‘Tell me about your experience of working in a group in English
classes’ was asked to elicit general experiences related to GW. This question was
used as an opener, to give the interviewee the chance to talk freely on any related
issue to GW. The second question asked information on the perceived role of GW in
learning English. This question was important to discover the learners’ perceptions
on GW in learning English (positive or negative). The third question asked learners
to compare learning in group with individual learning. The purpose of this question
was to collect some of GW characteristics which are not available to learners when
learning individually. It also hoped to identify further interesting information on GW
by prompting for a comparison.

An additional question was asked to clarify the benefits stated by learners in the
questionnaire, as well as to allow them to add more information. Then a question was
asked to discover which factors lead to good GW in learners’ view. Similarly,
another question was asked to clarify the perceived difficulties and learners’
experiences of these. The researcher then encouraged the learners to talk about the
kind of task that learners like to do in group, and a justification for the answer given
was required. This question elicited new information, as it was not covered in the

guestionnaire.
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Other questions were asked to explore the perceived role of the relationships
established between group members and the role of the positive group relationships
on learning. Also, learners were asked to discuss the teacher’s role in GW. The final
questions asked for information on learning English outside the classroom, including
practices of learning English through the media (internet, television, and newspaper).
The purpose of these questions was to know more about the participants’ motivation
to learn English and their out-of-class practices, since this may affect how they

approach the lesson and GW in class.

To sum up, the design of the research instruments is an essential part in any research.
The appropriate design helps researchers achieve the aims of the study. In this
section, the decisions made in the design of the questionnaire and the telephone
interview was discussed. As part of the research design, considerations of the ethical
issues involved are very important and should guide the whole research design,
including the development of the research instruments. The ethical issues relevant to

this study will be discussed next.

3.6. Ethical issues in the research

It is very important to consider the ethical issues when conducting research. The
research study presented in this thesis was conducted in accordance with the Ethical
Guidelines of the British Education Research Association (BERA) and Scottish
Educational Research Association (SERA). These specify clear ethical rules that all

educational researchers should follow in research.

The issue of informed consent is key to ensure that participants have understood the
purposes of the research and agreed to take part in the research without any pressure.
In the current study, by using a letter and an informed consent form (see Appendix
5), the researcher introduced the participants to the project and explained the
implications of their involvement. The participants received information on: the
purposes of the research, the importance of their participation, the anticipated time

required for participation, anonymity and confidentiality, the right to withdraw at any
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time, and how the data would be used (Kumar, 2005). As Frankfort-Nachmias &
Nachmias (1996) have stated, the idea of informed consent is taken from the cultural
values of respect for people’s freedom of choice and legal respect. People should feel

free to decide whether they want to participate in research or not.

The short summary of the project gave participants information on the research topic
(see Appendix 5), what the research was about and who would be involved in the
project. The purpose of this summary was to ensure that the participants understood
what the research was about and what was required from them. The summary was
meant to help the respondents to decide whether to participate in the research or not.
For those participants who agreed to take part in the research, the summary was also
useful to help them understand the questions by providing contextual information.
Explaining the purposes of the research was an essential part of the informed consent
procedure. The research is likely to generate more relevant data if the participants
clearly understand the purpose of the study.

The consent form also explained the importance of students’ participation; it was
hoped that mentioning this may encourage students to take part in the study. The
consent form identified the approximate time that the questionnaire was going to
take, based on the time that students in the pilot study took (the pilot is described
later in this chapter). The researcher also reassured the participants that the data
would be treated with full confidentiality. This meant that the researcher would not
identify respondents (ensuring their anonymity), share data with anyone else and
would keep the data safe until the process of analysis is finished, and then destroy the
raw data, following the ethical guidelines. The name of the participants was not
requested in the questionnaire, which meant that no individual names could be
related to any particular data. For the participants who provided their personal details
in the questionnaire for the purposes of the telephone interview, their personal details
were only used to contact them to arrange the interviewing. Further, the actual
names of the institutions will not be mentioned in any publication resulting from the
current study; the researcher has devised a coding scheme for this purpose, referring

to each institution by a different letter (A, B and so on). Finally, the researcher
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explained that the data would be used for a Masters dissertation and for future
academic publications, but with anonymity of the participants and institutions.

The ethical rules discussed above were respected during the research to ensure the
respondents’ rights to confidentiality, anonymity and the right to withdraw. The next
section will discuss the importance of the pilot study in the research and how the data
was piloted in the present study.

3.7. The pilot study for the questionnaire and interview

A pilot study was conducted in order to establish the appropriate design, procedures
and materials for the main study. Van Teijlingen & Hundley (2001) state that one of
the advantages of conducting a pilot study is that it might give an early notification
about where the main research project might be weak, where research aims may not
be applied, or whether chosen instruments are inappropriate to obtain the needed data
or too complicated to apply. They claim also that pilot studies may help identify the
possible problems in following the research procedure.

In the proposed study, the questionnaire was initially written in English. Then the
questionnaire was submitted to the Ethics committee at the University of Strathclyde
for approval. The researcher then translated the questionnaire into Arabic and asked
five Saudi students, who were studying English in language institutions in Glasgow,
to complete it as a pilot, as well as checking the translation from English to Arabic.
Furthermore, the researcher asked another individual with an advanced level of
competence in English to crosscheck the English and Arabic copies of the

questionnaire to see if the meaning transferred.

The purpose of the pilot study was to amend ambiguous questions and to check if
there were any confusing words or expressions that might affect the participants’
understanding of the questions. The participants in the pilot had similar
characteristics with the final sample. All five students were studying English
language in EFL centres. They were a mix of male and female students and their

ages were over 15. They were studying in EFL centres that use GW in the classroom.
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The participants in the pilot study were asked to answer the questionnaire items and
to write comments under any of the questions which they felt was ambiguous or
needed clarification. Also, they were asked to write comments on the questionnaire
in general, with reference to its design. Four students wrote comments on some of
the questions, which were then used to slightly amend the questions. After the pilot
study, there were some minor amendments to the questionnaire, i.e. the researcher
changed some words that were difficult to understand, as participants in the pilot
suggested more informal words. They also suggested that it would be better if the
participant could choose more than one answer in some of the multiple choice

questions, and their comments were taken into account by the researcher.

The researcher also asked the participants in the pilot to record the time taken to
complete the questionnaire. The average time that all participants took to complete
the questionnaire was approximately 25 to 30 minutes. However, as the participants
in the pilot study were required to also provide feedback on the questions, it was
assumed that they may have taken longer to read the questions and write their
answers. Thus, the researcher assumed the approximate time to complete the

questionnaire was less than 25 minutes.

The researcher also piloted the telephone interview with three students. The aim of
piloting the telephone interview was to test the clarity of the interview questions and
respondents’ reactions to the questions. Three students from three different
institutions were recruited for this purpose; these were students who completed the
questionnaire as part of the main study. The researcher interviewed the students and,
when the interview finished, she asked them to comment on the questions. All three
respondents gave their assurance that questions were clear and that the interview was
enjoyable and did not take a long time (interviews lasted between 15 and 22

minutes).
The piloting of the questionnaire and of the telephone interview has been discussed

in this section. Piloting the instruments is a very important stage in any research. It

helps the researcher to reduce the ambiguity in the research instruments. Also, the
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researcher could anticipate through the pilot study what the results might look like in
the final study and amend the plans for data analysis.

3.8. Recruitment and procedure

The language learners who participated in this study were recruited from five EFL
institutions. The profile of these institutions and the recruitment sample for the
questionnaire and the interview will be discussed. Also, the procedure of distributing

the questionnaire and conducting the telephone interview will be explained here.

3.8.1. The profile of the language institutions

In Saudi Arabia, there are several institutions which teach English, including several
private institutions. Existing studies suggest that the nature of the classroom
interaction in public schools is more teacher-centred that student-centred because of
reduced class sizes and a more communicative approach to teaching EFL (e.g.
Sheikh, 1993; Zaid, 1993). This made me decide to focus on conducting the study in
private institutions, where GW is more likely to occur. | thought it would be useful to
find out how GW is perceived by learners in private schools and if there are factors

that might affect learning in groups specific to Saudi Arabia.

There were four main reasons for choosing private institutions for the study. Firstly,
most students choose to attend private institutions in order to learn English or
improve their English and fund their own studies. It was thought that by having
students who fund their own studies, a certain level of interest in studying English
could be assumed. Thus, the researcher expected to find a more interested audience
for the research in private language centres than public schools and colleges.
Secondly, public schools and colleges usually have approximately 25 to 35 students
in the class (AlFahadi, 2006). These large classes may make GW difficult to
implement in public schools. Thirdly, in public schools, Saudi students study English
with an emphasis on the content of the language, instead of using English for
communication (Zaid, 1993; Sheikh, 1993). Finally, as mentioned on some of the
private institution websites, students are placed in classes based on their levels of

English rather than age, ‘which is not the case in state schools’ (The Ministry of
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Education, 2006), and this could make it more appropriate to use GW in EFL
classroom as learners can be motivated to work with other students at similar levels
of competence. Also, communicative methods are more likely to be implemented in

private institutions.

The specific criteria set for choosing the institutions in which to conduct the research
were as follows:
7. The institution had to make use of GW in their English language teaching
(ELT) classes.
8. The head of the institution had to agree for the school to take part in the
study.
9. Institutions to be from different regions of Saudi Arabia, since the researcher
wanted to collect data from different areas in order to ensure a geographical

spread of the participants.

The researcher contacted ten language institutions, mainly identified through internet
searches. Four of them were in the capital city of Riyadh, three institutions were in
Jeddah and the other three were in Makah. These three cities are different in size,
environment, culture, people and geography. The researcher believes it is possible
that the culture and the development of the education system and local education
policies in each city may reflect on people’s behaviours and attitudes. For example,
the capital city has more developed education centres than small cities. These centres
are more likely to follow the recent developments in teaching EFL. Riyadh is the
capital city of the country, one of the developed cities in Saudi Arabia. It is located in
the middle part of the country. Jeddah was also thought to be one of the developed
cities in Saudi Arabia since it is considered as one of the main cities for trade and
business purposes, but possibly with a different culture from Riyadh, as it is located
in the West part of Saudi Arabia, so there might be differences in cultures between
cities and in how language institutions promote EFL. Finally, Makah is a small city

so it is possible that it has different culture from Riyadh and Jeddah.
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After the first contact was established on the phone, six of the ten institutions
contacted agreed to participate in the research and four refused to take part. Three of
them refused because their internal policy was against allowing external research to
take place in the school. The fourth one did not give a reason. A profile of the

participating schools is given next.

Institution A, based in Riyadh, is the biggest of the six institutions as it is part of an
Academy which provides different courses. EFL is one of these courses, while
English is used in all other courses that the Academy offers, such as computing,
business and English. Also, the head of the academy said that English classes were
offered to all students, and they are a requirement to start studying any other course
in the Academy. The aim of this institution is to provide students with skills required
in the job market. According to the website and course prospects, the school uses
innovative methods of teaching i.e. learning in computer labs, communicative

methods for English.etc.

Institution B was also based in Riyadh. Based on the objectives mentioned on its
website, it aims to teach students English in the same way with learning the first
language. The organisation also claims to give students more opportunities to
practice English in class, through maximising the time for learners to practice
encourage students’ learning and make the classroom a pleasant environment to

learn.

Institutions C and D were two different branches of the same company but in two
different cities; the former in Jeddah and the latter in Makkah. Their characteristics
were similar, as mentioned on their websites, both aiming to allow learners to
practice vocabulary, grammar and speaking in situations similar to real life
encounters. Also, both focus on communicative approaches which allow learners to
interact with others as in a natural environment. The teachers were all native-
speakers of English, and they were trained to encourage and motivate learners to

achieve their goals.
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Institution E was in Makkah. Based on what was mentioned on the institution
website, this institution provides a range of courses such as computing, arts, sewing
and English. These courses are offered to female-only groups and their EFL classes
aim to help learners use English confidently in the outside environment. Finally,
institution F, according to its website, aims to focus on communicative approaches
through using pair and GW that helps learners practice English language in the
classroom, and also make learning simple, fast and enjoyable for language learners.
The school classifies learners by their level from 1 to 10, which aims to help learners
have a clearer progress from Elementary and Intermediate levels to more advanced

stages.

3.8.2. The procedure of distributing the questionnaire

The researcher contacted the institutions by phone to discuss an appropriate time for
visiting. The head teachers of the six institutions which agreed to take part in the
study asked the researcher to provide a summary of the study (see Appendix 2) to
have a clearer understanding of the study and to inform their decision. It took an

average of around two to three weeks in January 2008 to gain consent.

The researcher then visited the agreed institutions over the months of March and
April. A consent form for the institution was signed by the head teachers (see
Appendix 3). The questionnaires were distributed after the head teacher of the
institution gave the permission to the researcher. Only the first institution allowed the
researcher to distribute the questionnaire directly to the students and to meet the
students and discuss the study before handing out the questionnaires. The others
asked the researcher to leave copies of the questionnaire and offered to distribute

them to the students at a convenient time.

After receiving the agreement from Institution A, the researcher contacted the head
teachers of institution A (for both branches male and female) by telephone and then
sent them a summary of the project. The researcher then visited the female section
twice. In the first visit, the researcher met the head teacher of the institution and

discussed with her the project. The second visit was to distribute the questionnaires.
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During this visit, the researcher went around classes, introduced herself and
presented briefly a short summary of the project. The researcher spoke about the
importance of the students’ participation, and she also assured them of their right to
refuse to participate. The researcher then distributed for students the instructions
sheet (see Appendix 4) and the consent letters which included a short explanation of
the study and its purposes, a statement on the importance of the students’
participation, and information on the confidentiality and anonymity of data (see
Appendix 5). Students were asked to sign the consent form if they were happy to
participate. The highest response was achieved from this institution, where, only one
student refused to sign the consent and complete the questionnaire. The
questionnaires were only distributed to students who signed the consent. The
researcher distributed a total of 80 questionnaires and had a return of 73. In the
female section, the researcher waited for students to complete the questionnaire and
collected them, while in the male section the questionnaires were posted back to the

researcher.

The other five institutions did not allow the researcher to distribute the
questionnaires directly. This is because the duration of a class period was not
considered enough to give a brief presentation and wait for students to complete the
questionnaires. They suggested that the teachers would distribute the questionnaires
to students at all levels. Thus, the researcher handed in 80 questionnaires for each of
the institutions: B, F, C, and 40 questionnaires for each institutions E and D, to be
distributed by teachers. This was based on the number of students in each institution.
A total of 400 questionnaires were distributed in all five institutions, of which 198
were returned, giving a return rate of almost 50%. The data collected from each

institution is summarised in Table 1 below.

In institution B, the researcher contacted both male and female students, but only the
male section agreed to participate on the condition that no participants would be
required to volunteer for interviews. They asked the researcher to delete the last
statement from the questionnaires which asked participants to provide their personal

details if they were willing to take part in a phone interview. Given this restriction,
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there are no participants from this institution represented in the phone interviews. At

this institution, 80 questionnaires were sent and 29 of them were returned.

Institution C is located in Jeddah and institution D is located in Makkah. The
researcher handed in 80 questionnaires for both the male and female sections in
institution C and 57 questionnaires were returned. The number of questionnaires
received from institution D was 18 out of 40. The head teacher of the institution
apologized for the low return and explained that the students were busy with their

exams during the time.

The researcher visited institution E three times. The first visit was to provide the
head teacher of the institution with a summary of the study and discuss the project
and its purposes. The researcher handed in the questionnaires in the second visit.
There was a third visit to collect the completed questionnaires. Only 11

questionnaires were returned from this school.

Institution F was in Riyadh, and was a male-only school. The institution specialises
in teaching English courses for all levels. A total of 80 questionnaires were sent and
only 10 were returned. As mentioned before, this institution is using communicative
methods and GW. However, this institution has been excluded from the study
because the researcher was informed by some students that this institution does not
apply the methods of teaching mentioned on its website. This means that there is a
contradiction between the declared aims of this institution and the methods used. To
check this, the researcher interviewed two students from different classes and they
confirmed that GW was not used. Based on this, the data provided in the
questionnaire and interview data collected in Institution F was excluded from the
study. In total, 10 questionnaires were excluded, so the final total sample for the
analysis was 188. Table 1 summarises the numbers of questionnaire and interview

participants.
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Table 1.. Summary of the volunteer participants for the questionnaire and interview

Institution Questionnaires Questionnaires Volunteers for Interviews

distributed returned interviews completed

A 80 73 32 7

B 80 29 0 0

C 80 57 26 6

D 40 18 11 5

E 40 11 9 2

F 80 10 excluded excluded
Totals 400 198 78 20

3.8.3. Recruitment and procedure for the telephone interviews

In total, eighty seven students volunteered to be interviewed. The participants in the
telephone interviews were selected on the basis of their answers to the
questionnaires, as highlighted in the list of criteria below. The group selected
included a mix of male and female students, spread across the four institutions. The

criteria for selecting students to participate in the telephone interview were:

» Students to be from different institutions, i.e. a selection from the four
institutions.

» Students to be willing to participate in the telephone interview.

» Students wrote some interesting or ambiguous answers in the questionnaire,
and the researcher wanted to ask for clarification. The selection was
randomly between those participants applied to this criterion, and they were
elicited without biasing to some interesting or difficult answers.

» Students who could be contacted by phone.

The telephone interviews lasted between 15 and 25 minutes. The researcher started
the interview by introducing herself and asking if the time was suitable to talk. The
researcher then explained the purposes of the interview, asking for permission to

record the interview, and re-emphasising the anonymity and confidentially of the
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respondents’ data, and the right to withdraw from the interview at any time they
wanted. Also, the researcher explained to the respondents that they could express
themselves freely in their answers, examples and comments, without restriction, and

could take as much time as they needed.

3.9. The sample

3.9.1. Age distribution

The age of the 188 participants ranged between 15 and 54 years old, with a mean of
25.67 years old (SD =7.1) (Median 42, range 39). Fourteen participants were over
36, and differences in answers in the questionnaire between the older learners and
younger were investigated. Since there were no statistically significant differences
between them, the fourteen participants were included in the sample. Half of the
participants 53.4% were aged up to 25 and the rest 46.6% were over 26 years.

Figure 1 presents the differences in the sample in terms age and gender. From all
volunteers, 107 participants, who represent more than half of sample (56.9%), were
male. The majority of these were between the ages of 21 to 25, while 25.4% of them
were between 15 to 20 years old and 22.2% were between 26 to 30 years old. The
lowest percentage of the male participants (19%) was age 31 and over. Of the 188
participants, 81 (43.1%) were female. The majority of them (32.7%) were between
15 to 20 years of age. The lowest percentage of the female participants was between
ages 21 to 25. The rest of them (22.4%) were between 26 to 30 years old, while

26.6% were over 31 years of age.

A Kruskal-Wallis test showed no significant differences between male and female
learners in age factors (x2=105, df=1, p=.65).
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Figure 1.

The sample by gender and age group

Percentage
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3.9.2. Employment status

Figure 2.

Participants' employment status by their gender

Percentage

In the sample, 39% of
the participants were
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unemployed, of which
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M Employed Male Female 47.2% were male and
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79% were female.

A Chi-square test showed a significant difference of the male and female participants

in employment factor. A much higher percentage (52.8%) of the employed
participants was male. The x2 = 19.56 (df=1) and the p=.010.
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3.9.3. Educational qualifications

Figure 3. Participants' level of education

by gender
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The majority of the participants
(46.2%) were undergraduate (this is
a total of 52 male and 34 female),
13.4% of the participants were
studying at an intermediate level
(14 male and 11 female), and
32.3% were in secondary level (33
male and 27 female). A few
learners 2.2% were studying at a
postgraduate level (1 male and 3

female). 5.9% of students reported ‘other’ category

3.9.4. Level of competence in English

Figure 4. Learners' level of English by

gender
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Half of the participants (51.6 %)
were at a beginner level (49 male
and 47 female), 32.3% of the sample
were at an intermediate level (37
male 23 female), while 14% of the
participants were at an advanced
level (17 male and 9 female). 2.1%
of the participants reported ‘other’

category.



3.9.5. Reasons for studying English

The reasons for studying English could impact on other important factors when
doing GW, such as motivation and willingness to be cooperative in learning.
Participants were asked to select as many of the five options given as applicable to
their reasons for studying English. In the sample, the majority of learners (77% of
them, including 70 male and 71 female) said that using English on holiday is one of
the main reasons for studying English. Also, a similarly high percentage of learners
(71.6%, including 80 male and 51 female) reported that they were studying English
to improve their position at work. More than half of the participants (63.4%; 67 male
and 49 female) reported that the thought of studying abroad is one of the reasons for
studying English, while 62.8% reported that ‘getting a job’ is one of their reasons for
studying English and more than half (56.3% , 49 male and 54 female) reported that
they study English for fun.

Figure 5. Students' reasons for studying English
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This section has presented the profile of the sample participating in the current study.
The first part presented the distribution of the male and female participants in
relation to their age. Then, the employment status of the participants was outlined.
The third part presented the participants’ education qualifications and their levels of
English. The last part outlined the reasons for studying English, as identified by the

participants.

3. 10. Approaches to data analysis used in this study

3.10.1. Analysing the quantitative data

Quantitative data for the present study, which included students’ responses to the
close-ended questions on the questionnaire, was entered into a data file and analysed
statistically using the computer software programme SPSS v.17. Statistical analysis
carried out on the data included descriptive statistics for all questions. Descriptive
statistic was applied to all variables in order to help the researcher to choose the
appropriate test for each variable, since it gives important information of the
variables: mean, median, standard deviation, and the distribution of the sample.
Parametric test was applied for the variable that distributed normally and non-
parametric test was applied for the variable that does not distributed normally. For
Example, Correlation Pearson’s r coefficient was used for the variables that met the
assumption for a parametric test (normal distribution) and Spearman rho for the
variables that does not met the assumption (skewed distribution) for a parametric test
I.e. some of advantages of GW and learners’ behaviours, students’ role and the
importance of their role in GW. Further, non-parametric tests (A Kruscal-Wallis test,
Chi-square and A Mann-Whitney Test) were performed to find the group differences
between some variables, e.g. students’ role and advantages of GW, students’ levels

of English and teacher’s role in GW.

3.10.2. Analysing the qualitative data

Robson (2002) identifies two aims for the interpretation of qualitative data: first, to
explain the intended meaning, and second to reduce the original data in the text. The
second aim can be done by paraphrasing, summarising or categorising. Robson

(2002) claimed that these two aims could apply either successively or alternatively.
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Further, he asserted that the interpretation of data cannot be considered

independently or separately from the collected sample.

In the present study, after the researcher finished interviewing the entire targeted
sample (twenty students), interviews were translated and transcribed. Since the
interviews were in Arabic, they needed to be transcribed in translation into English.
The researcher transcribed each interview, and then revised the transcripts when
listening again to the recording. Three Arabic native speakers who speak English at
an Advanced level checked the translation and some words were changed to clarify
the meaning. After checking the translation and the accuracy of meaning in each
transcript, the researcher printed all the interviewed transcripts in order to ease the

coding.

The researcher looked for a strategy to apply to the analysis since there is the belief
that following a particular framework to data analysis makes the interpretation and
analysis of text clearer and the findings more valid. The aim of the interview was not
to generate a theory from the transcripts, but to clarify the questionnaire findings.
Thus, the researcher used a thematic coding approach and applied the stages of
grounded theory to gain the required information. According to Jones et al. (2005: 5)
‘Grounded Theory is an interpretive qualitative research method, originally
conceived by Glaser and Strauss (1967)’. They meant by grounded theory that theory
is generated from the data rather than the other way around. In grounded theory, the
collected and analysed data and deduced theory will be adjacent to each other.

The process of coding in grounded theory follows three stages: the first one is the
open-coding, ‘representing the operation by which data are broken down,
conceptualised, and put back together in new ways, It is the central process by which
theories are built from data’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 3). In the study presented
here, the researcher coded the interview transcripts sentence by sentence. It was
thought that a complete sentence could give the researcher the complete intended
meaning for the interpretation. When the researcher read the transcripts for the first

time, some concepts started to emerge, which were related to the interview focused
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themes, e.g. advantages of GW. Strauss and Corbin (1990) explain that ‘Concepts are

the basic building blocks of theory’ (1990: 74). As soon as the coding progressed,

many other concepts emerged from the transcripts. The researcher set new colour

codes for the new emergent concepts. The researcher highlighted the coded sentences

in all subsample transcripts, and she used different colours to differentiate each

concept. Each colour refers to a different concept, e.g. disadvantages of GW

highlighted in green. This helped the researcher to identify and categorise different

groups of concepts. Table 2 below gives an example of the first stage of the analysis.

Table 2. An example of the first process of qualitative analysis

Colour

Concept

Example of Sentences

Yellow

Perceived advantages
of group work

GW affects positively my life, at work and at
home.

I also learn how to deal with different types of
students.

In group work, you will get new knowledge.
You can learn the right structure of a
sentence.

Turquoise

L.
B

Group ability (factor)

Group ability has an important role
You will benefit from other members of the
group if their level of ability is similar to your
ability.

I prefer mixed ability groups

Grey

Using English out of
class

| practise English in my work.

I watch English programmes on TV.

| also practise in places like shops and
restaurants.

These were the concepts that enabled the researcher to categorise data broadly in the

first stage. The researcher coded all the interview text without any exclusion to see if



some interesting findings emerge. According to Jones et al. (2005), the process of
open coding gives the researcher a chance to look for concepts which may be
ultimately of interest, since the researcher investigates the data without any

limitations of specific issues, and all data are coded without any exclusion.

The second process is axial coding, which is defined by Strauss and Corbin as
follows:

Axial coding is the process of relating subcategory to a category. It is a
complex process of inductive and deductive thinking involving several
steps. These are accomplished, as with open coding, by making
comparisons and asking questions. However, in axial coding the use of
these procedures is more focused, and general toward discovering and
relating categories in term of the paradigm model. (1990:114).

At this stage, the researcher set three questions to help in categorising more concepts

and to generate more subcategories for the existing concepts. The questions were set

are as follows:

1- What is the purpose of it?

2- What is the concept that is related to?

3- Does it signal a negative or a positive attitude?

The researcher read the transcripts several times and asked these questions of each
sentence and tried to find answers to the coded items. Most sentences could be
classified under basic categories. The researcher compared the similarity between
categories and felt assured that all concepts of sub-categories fit under a suitable core
category. In fact, in this process some sentences fitted into more than one category.
This applied to some ambiguous statements, which could be distributed to more than
one category. In this case, the researcher coded them into all categories that they
fitted in and she used different colours to classify them again in the third stage of
analysis. For example, ‘In group work, there is often a competitive atmosphere when
students try to do their best to stand out in the group’ (Jeyan, female, 15, Institution
C). The researcher categorised this quote under ‘group dynamics’, but also under
‘group motivation’, as it was not clear if the respondent talked about the dynamics of

the group, in which the respondent explains how group members work together, or
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she described how group members are motivated when they work in groups. The
following table will exemplify how the second phase of the analysis was done.

Table 3. An example of the second process of analysis (Developing Themes and a
Code)

Category Sentence Subcategory
Perceived benefits of You can learn the right structure of a Cognitive
group work sentence. benefits
Group work encourages students to Emotional
cooperate with each other. benefits
Perceived This will waste lots of time when you Barrier to
disadvantages of group | work in a group. learning
work
| think the biggest difficulty is some Emotional
people’s shyness difficulties
Group ability Mixed ability grouping has an Mixed ability
(Factor) important role. group
| prefer all students to be of equal Same ability
ability. group
Task | find it very useful to do tasks with Group task
(Factor) others.
I do not like the individual tasks in Individual task
group work.
In conversation, students exchange Type of task
ideas.
Teacher’s role It is good that the teacher supervises Supervisor
(factor) your work.
The teacher leaves the group to work by | Bystander
themselves.
The teacher should encourage group Motivator
members to work and motivate them.

The third process is selective coding, which Robson (2002) considered as a
continuing process for axial coding, but at a more advanced level of construction.
The purpose of this step is to expand the progress of categorising the concepts. Jones
et al. (2005) stated that selective coding is a filter process in which the researcher can

determine each sub category and its relevance to the core category. They claim that
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only the most relevant passages of the interview transcripts are used and coded at this

stage. The researcher drew a table (see Table 4) to clarify examples of the process to

describe how the analysis was performed in this process.

Table 4. Explanation of codes in third process (selective coding)

Core Category Category Sentence — example Subcategory
from data
Benefits of group | Cognitive Other group members Getting help from
work benefits will help me get the other group
sentence structure right. | members
Benefits of group | Emotional Students’ can encourage | Motivation to learn
work benefits each other if they work in | in GW
agroup.
Disadvantages of | Barriers of This will waste lots of Missing out on
group work learning time when you work ina | learning
group. opportunities
Disadvantages of | Emotional Some students keep the The selfish
group work difficulties information to behaviour of
themselves. individuals in GW

Afterwards, the researcher compared the categories and focused on the content of
each category, trying to classify the subcategories into levels regarding to their
importance, e.g. the first core category (perceived benefits of group work) includes
three sub-categories. The researcher ordered these categories based on the density of
each subcategory. The densest categories become known as core categories (Glaser,
2001). The researcher considered this process as a reduction stage, because when she
finished coding and categorising, some of data had been taken out because they
could not be grouped under any of the concepts which the research focussed on. It
was thought that there was no need to interpret concepts unrelated to the research
problem, since the aim of the interview was for explaining in-depth the research

problem. Thus, the researcher focussed on the areas that needed development.
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3.10.3. Identifying the categories and the new emergent themes
In the third stage of data analysis, the researcher started to specify the new emergent
themes from each category. The researcher restructured the subcategories to match

each of the core categories. Tables 5 and 6 below summarise the identified themes.

Table 5. The perceived benefits and disadvantages of group work

Category

Subcategory

The cognitive benefits of group work

Getting help in learning from other
group members through asking others
for clarification.

Easy to focus and recall the knowledge
when you listen to others in a group.
Easy to practise English with group

members during class time.

The barriers of learning in group

work

Missing out on learning opportunities.

The emotional benefits of group work

Motivation to learn in group work.

Learning in a positive environment.

The emotional difficulties in group

work

Anxiety when involved in group work.

Table 6. Factors that affect group work, as identified by learners

Category Subcategory

Teacher’s role in group work Supervisor.
Helper.
Bystander.

Group dynamics (students’

behaviours and role in GW)

Dominating the group.

Unwillingness to cooperate in groups.

Group dynamics (Group composition)

Preference for the same ability

grouping.
Preference for mixed ability grouping.

Group task

Sharing ideas with others to complete
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the task.
Group task helps learning.
Preference for type of task in group.

Preference for individual task.

3.11. Summary

The first part of this chapter has identified the aim and the research questions of the
present study. Then the key research paradigms and the research instruments used in
the study were described in relation to the purpose of the research and the research
questions. Also, the researcher explained how she piloted the research methods
before conducting the main collection and the ethical issues concerning this study.
The context, the participating institutions, and the research sample were presented in
the second half of this chapter. Finally, the researcher has discussed, with examples,
how the process of data analysis was carried out. The following two chapters will
present the findings from the study.
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CHAPTER 4

PERCEIVED BENEFITS AND
DIFFICULTIES IN GROUP WORK

4.1. Overview

In this chapter, the quantitative findings from the questionnaire on the perceived
benefits of GW will be presented first, including descriptive statistics. The
relationships between the benefits of GW to do with student perceived motivation
and confidence as well as between the perceived benefits of GW and frequency of
practising English and perceived improvement in English will be explored. Next, the
qualitative findings from both the questionnaire and the interviews in relation to the
perceived benefits of GW will be discussed. The perceived cognitive benefits of GW
are presented first. These include: GW appears to allow learners to get help in their
learning and ask other members for clarification; GW seems to help learners to
concentrate and recall the required knowledge; and, GW introduces opportunities for
learners to practise English in the classroom. Then, the perceived emotional benefits
of GW are explained. These include: GW appears to increase student motivation in
learning, and to create a positive learning environment. In the second part of this
chapter, descriptive statistics for the perceived difficulties in GW are presented.
Then, the qualitative findings in relation to the perceived difficulties from both the
questionnaire and the interviews are presented. The perceived learning and emotional
difficulties of GW are explored. The perceived negative impact of GW on learning is
that GW could result in missing out on learning opportunities, while the perceived

emotional difficulties relate mainly to the anxiety felt when involved in GW.

4.2. Quantitative findings of the perceived benefits of GW
As mentioned in the ‘Methodology chapter’ (see Chapter 3), participants were asked
to rate some possible benefits of GW as identified by the researcher from the

literature from ‘very true’ (1) to ‘not true at all’ (5). Language learners gave
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relatively high scores for the eleven benefits of GW. The means and the standard
deviations for the eleven benefits are presented in Table 7.

4.2.1. Descriptive data for the benefits of GW

Table 7. Means and standard deviations for the benefits of group work

Advantages of Group Work N Mean (SD)

GW encourages students to participate in the group activity. 172 | 1.97 (1.297)

GW helps students to be more responsible for their learning. | 167 | 2.39 (1.275)

Students feel more confident when interacting in group. 169 | 2.02 (1.227)

GW provides more opportunities for students to speak | 168 | 1.87 (1.216)
English.

GW allows students to help other group members. 166 | 2.12 (1.200)
GW allows different students to do different activities. 165 | 2.34 (1.267)
GW allows students to learn from other group members. 169 | 1.93(1.188)
GW allows students to exchange knowledge. 162 | 2.27 (1.332)
GW helps students to become more confident. 172 | 1.62 (.846)
GW helps students to improve their English. 173 | 1.39 (.767)
GW motivates students to participate. 174 | 1.49 (.817)

*1= very true, 5= not true at all.

4.2.2. The relationship between the perceived benefits and self-declared frequency of

practising English

The relationships between learners’ perceived confidence when interacting;
perceived motivation to participate, learners’ perception that GW gave learners
opportunities to speak English, and, the self- declared frequency of practising
English were explored. The reasoning behind this examination is to discover whether
or not the learners who perceived themselves as having: more confidence during
group interaction, more motivation to participate in GW, and, more opportunities to
speak English in GW, were those who also reported a higher frequency of practising

English.

Table 8 presents the correlation coefficients (Spearman’s rho) between three items

from the questionnaire: ‘GW makes me feel more confident to interact with others’
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(Median=2, Range=4), ‘GW encourages students to participate’ (Median=1,
Range=4), ‘GW provides more opportunities to speak English’ (Median=1,
Range=4) and self-declared frequency of practising English (Median=1, Range=4). It
was interesting to find a small positive relationship between the self-declared
frequency of practising English and students’ perceived confidence when interacting
in GW. Thus, learners who perceived themselves as having more confidence during
GW interaction also perceived themselves as practising English at a higher
frequency. Also, there were small positive correlations between the self-declared
frequency of practising English and students’ perceptions - that GW provides more
opportunities to speak in English. Thus, learners’ who perceived that GW gave
students more opportunities to speak English, reported a higher frequency of

practising English.

Table 8. Correlation (Spearman's rho, 2-tailed) between perceived confidence to
interact in GW, learners feeling encouraged to participate in group work,
opportunities to speak English in group work and self-declared frequency of
practicing English outside the classroom.

Students feel more GW encourages GW provide more
confident when students to opportunities to speak
interacting in GW participate more English
Frequency of 244™ 112 ) 154*
Practicing rho
English
P (.001) (-13) (.05)
N 167 170 165

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

However, there was no significant correlation between the reported frequency of
practising English and students’ perceptions of GW as encouraging learners to

participate.
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4.2.3. The relationship between the perceived motivation to participate and

perceived self-confidence in group interaction

The relationship between perceived motivation to participate (Median=1, Range=4)
and perceived self confidence when interacting in GW (Median=2, Range=4) was
also explored. The issue under investigation was whether or not participants who
reported more motivation to learn English were also those who reported more
confidence in taking part in GW interaction.

Table 9 presents the correlation coefficients (Spearman’s rho) between perceived
confidence when interacting in GW and the self-perceived motivation of learners to
participate in GW. A Spearman’s rho was used because the data in the two variables
were not normally distributed. As seen in the table, the results indicated that there
was a small positive relationship between GW seen as motivating students to
participate and students feeling more confident when interacting in GW. In other
words, learners who reported higher scores for motivation to participate in GW also

reported higher scores for confidence in group interaction.

Table 9. Correlation (Spearman's rho, 2-tailed) between perceived motivation to
participate in GW and perceived self-confidence in interacting in GW

Students feel more confident when
interacting with other group

members
Spearman's  Group work motivates  Correlation 228"
rho students to participate Coefficient
Sig. (2-tailed) .003
N 166

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

4.2.4. The relationship between perceived motivation to participate in GW and

perceived self-confidence in interacting in GW with perceived improvement in

English language.

The relationship between the perceived motivation to participate in GW (Median=1,
Range=4) and the perceived self-confidence in group interaction (Median=2,
Range=4) and the perceived improvement in English language (Median=1, Range=4)

was explored. The issue under investigation was whether or not participants who
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reported higher scores in perceived motivation to participate and perceived
confidence in group interaction also reported higher scores in GW helping to
improve English.

Table 10 below presents the correlation coefficients (Spearman’s rho) between
perceived motivation to participate in GW, perceived self-confidence in group
interaction and learners reporting improvement in English. As presented, the result
indicated that there was a moderate relationship between perceived motivation to
participate in GW, perceived self-confidence when interacting in GW, and the

learners’ perceived improvement in English language.

Table 10. Correlation (Spearman's rho, 2-tailed) between perceived motivation to
participate in GW and perceived self-confidence when interacting in GW with
perceived improvement in English language.

Group work motivates Students feel more confident
students to participate inthe  when interacting with other
group activities group members
Group work help Rho 456~ 303"
students to improve
their English P (.000) (.000)
N 172 166

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

To summarise, the findings revealed that those language learners who reported more
confidence in group interactions also reported a higher frequency of practising
English. Also, language learners who reported that they had more opportunities to
speak English during GW reported a higher frequency of practising English.
Furthermore, the frequency at which English was practised was not related to
students’ perceptions of GW as encouraging learners to participate more. Learners
who reported an increase in motivation to participate in GW appeared to display
more confidence during group interaction. Finally, learners who reported higher
motivation and confidence to participate in GW perceived a greater improvement in
their English.
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4.3. Qualitative findings of the perceived benefits of GW

4.3.1. Overview

From the questionnaire and the interview findings, the perceived benefits of GW
were divided into two major categories. These include: the perceived cognitive
benefits in learning in GW and the perceived emotional benefits of GW. The benefits
of GW in the first category related to the aspects that facilitate learning, while in the
second category they related to the learners’ emotional feelings during GW. The
perceived benefits from the questionnaire are presented first, and then findings from

the interviewed learners’ input for the perceived benefits are outlined.

4.3.2. Perceived cognitive benefits of GW

4.3.2.1. Introduction

Language learners suggested that the most significant benefits of GW were those
related to cognitive functions, since they thought these facilitated their learning of
English. The reported benefits in learning presented here emerged from the
qualitative questions in the questionnaire and the follow-up interviews conducted
with 20 of the learners. These benefits are grouped under three categories. First, GW
appears to give learners opportunities to get help in their learning and ask others for
clarifications. Secondly, GW helps learners to be more focused and to recall specific
knowledge. Finally, GW appears to provide opportunities for learners to practise

English with other learners.

4.3.2.2. Getting help in learning and asking other members for clarification

From the questionnaire data, fifteen students suggested that getting help from others
is one of the most significant benefits of GW. Similarly, eleven students mentioned
that it was useful for them when other group members helped them if they made a
mistake in English. Learners seem to appreciate peer input as an opportunity to
improve their own language use. Furthermore, eight students suggested that GW
facilitates their understanding. Also, four students mentioned that GW gives them a

chance to ask other learners for clarification.
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The majority of the twenty interviewed learners explained that they were happy to
work in a group because by doing so they were able get help from their peers. Many
of them explained that it was not easy to ask the teacher to clarify ambiguities or
questions they had. Thus, it appeared that, perhaps due to a rather formal relationship
between language learners and their teachers, language learners seemed to prefer to
ask other group members to clarify specific issues for them. Further, learners
explained that they understood an explanation better when their group members

answered their questions.

To illustrate, Waffia and Zezo explained that asking other members to clarify
difficult learning issues was very beneficial because it helped them improve their
English. Waffia said that she often needed parts of the lesson to be repeated to her in
order to understand better and it was usually difficult for her to ask the teacher to
repeat things. Zezo suggested that if he had difficulties in understanding something,
it would be easier for him to find a colleague who could help him rather than asking
the teacher:

My English has improved. For example, if I do not understand something
in the lesson, I will not ask the teacher to explain it to me, I will ask my
friend to help me and | can ask my friend to repeat this or that ... but |
cannot ask the teacher to repeat something (Waffia, female, 27,
Institution E).

If you want to ask some questions, or if you need somebody to help you
understand something that was difficult for you, you can ask one of your
friends in the group to help you (...) for me it is difficult to ask the
teacher if [ need help ... It is easier for me to ask my friends in the group
if I don’t understand something, and of course they will help me (Zezo,
male, 30, Institution A).
Another student, lzza, suggested that while working in a group, there are some
students who volunteer to help others in order to ensure that all group members
understand things. Similarly, Lola believed that group members help each other by
learning new words from each other. Also, she claimed that students can help each
other when they make mistakes with their sentence structure:

If I want to make a sentence but | need new words which I do not know,
other students in my group will help me and tell me the words. Or, if the
structure of the sentence is not right, the other group members will help
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to get the structure right. To be honest, my group has helped me a lot.
(Lola, female, 19, Institution D).

For Lola, receiving help from other students was very beneficial and had helped her
learn. Other learners saw facing difficulties in learning as normal, and said that GW
often helped them to overcome these difficulties, since they could find people to help
with what was difficult for them. Azhar and Waffia explained, respectively:

I remember that | faced difficulties when | wanted to search for some
information online, and one of my peers in the group helped me and
sometimes she did it [the searches] for me. (Azhar, female, 21, Institution
A).

Group work is beneficial because we can help each other. If anyone in
the group knows something, the others will benefit from this knowledge;
that’s why the groups should not be too big. My English was weak, and |
found some students who helped me. (Waffia, female, 27, Institution E).
In addition, some students explained that students usually need other people in order
to help them learn. Mohannad asserted that he would not hesitate to ask any one of
his group to clarify things for him. Additionally, he would then ask his group
members to repeat what they said if he did not understand until he had things clear in
his mind. He explained:

If I don’t understand something, | always ask my group members to
explain it to me, and also, if anyone has an idea which | can’t
understand, | ask them to clarify it until I feel that | understand.
(Mohannad, male, 29, Institution C).

Clearly students felt that, in a group, people have different experiences and
knowledge to share with others. Students may acquire different knowledge from
different people and everyone has something to contribute. Razan explained that
getting help from others in the group may result in greater learning progress:

My English has improved in both writing and reading. For example, if |
cannot read something, my friend will help me and I will help her if she
needs it. If 1 learn by myself, | sometimes can’t do the task ... For
example, one time I couldn’t read some words, I didn’t know how to
pronounce them and my friend in the group helped me to read them.
(Razan, female, 15, Institution C).
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Razan suggested that GW provides an opportunity for assistance between group
members, since students who ask for help from other group members would then
help others who needed their assistance. Razan said that she would help others and
answer questions from her group members:

| prefer group work because if | need an explanation or a clarification,
the other group members will help me and if they need an explanation, |
wouldn’t hesitate to explain things for them. | prefer group work than
learning by myself ... Group work is useful for me because if I don’t
know a word in English, I can ask my friends and | may also know the
meaning of some words that they need (Razan, female, 15,Institution C).
It is clear that swapping information and knowledge between students could increase
the cooperative learning opportunities in GW. Teaching and helping other students

can, in turn, improve the learners’ own understanding of the language.

To summarise, the findings revealed that students are more comfortable and
confident when dealing with their peers in GW, since it is easier for some of them to
request help from people who are similar to them in level and in learning goals.
Group members can learn from other members, and there is also a chance for
learners to improve their English by teaching and helping others in group. GW may
also help students to be more focussed in learning and remember what they learnt,

and this aspect will be explained in more detail next.

4.3.2.3. Helping students concentrate and recall the required knowledge

From the questionnaire data, eleven students suggested that one of the significant
benefits of GW is ‘more concentration in learning’, since they stay more focused
when working with other students. It is possible that concentration could result in a
better understanding when learning a second language. Thus, a clear understanding
of the English language could help learners to improve their language skills. In
interviews, some learners explained that working in a group helped them remember

the information that they needed.

It appeared that because of the restricted number of participants in GW, where the

discussion involves only the group members, it was easier for some learners to
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remember what their peers had said, what they had discussed, and what questions
they were asking. In relation to this, Aleem and 1zza said:

In my opinion, when | talk about something in my group, it helps me to
remember it when | need to. ( Aleem, Male, 24, Institution A).

For example, you forget a point in a lesson; when you revise the lesson in
group, you are more likely to remember it. (Izza, female, 26, Institution
E).

Other learners also explained that GW helped them to retain and recall the
information that, otherwise, may be easily forgotten. Furthermore, Mazen believed
that language learners may be more focused on other peers’ explanations in GW
rather than when listening to the teacher’s explanations, since the teacher has to teach

the whole class, rather than focus on supporting individuals. He explained:

1 think group work is better than individual learning ... You know that if
the teacher explains to the whole class, some students may not pay
attention to the teacher’s explanation, but if we study within a group, the
situation is different; the students will focus on what others say since they
are closer to each other (Mazen, male, 19, Institution D).

Mazen believed that the close relationship between learners helped them stay focused
in the group. In his view, the positive relationship between group members can lead

to more concentration in GW.

A further point made was that it was more difficult for learners to stay focused on the
teacher all the time in class, as this was a one-way interaction, but in group learning,
they had constant opportunities to actively contribute and learn from their peers.
Abed was one of those students and he explained:

I think students may concentrate more in group work than when doing
individual work because students will discuss topics between themselves
and pay attention to other students when they talk. When working
individually, students can’t concentrate on the teacher all the time
because they will get bored and that may affect their learning (Abed,
male, 26, Institution A).

Abed compared students’ concentration in GW and when doing individual work

under the teacher’s guidance. He believed that students may stay more focused in
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GW, since they can speak up and listen to other learners. At the same time, he
believed that in teacher-centred classes, learners could become bored, and this was
probably because there were no opportunities for learners to actively contribute.

To sum up, most of the interviewed learners suggested that GW was beneficial for
them since it helped them to concentrate in learning. It appeared that concentration
when learning in GW has helped learners with two important aspects: understanding
new knowledge and recalling the required information. Another significant benefit of
GW identified by language learners was that GW gave them opportunities to practise

English and this will be explained in detail next.

4.3.2.4. Opportunities for learners to practise English with other group
members

In the questionnaire, forty-one students suggested that ‘practising English with other
learners’ was one of the significant benefits of GW. Also, twenty-five students
suggested that GW discussions were beneficial for improving their speaking skills.
Similarly, twelve students suggested that GW was useful for learning since there was
a chance for every group member to participate. It appeared that many students
shared the view that GW gave them a chance to speak and practise English.
Similarly, the majority of the interviewed learners explained that there were more
opportunities to practise English in GW since they could engage in a conversation

with other group members.

Language learners explained that the opportunities to practise English seemed to
increase in smaller groups of only two or three learners. They claimed that practising
English could lead to improvements in English and allow learners to communicate
with foreign people. Also, they explained that having opportunities to practise

English may reduce the usage of the mother language in EFL classroom.

Another important point is that learners felt more at ease to practise and speak
English with other students rather than with the teacher. Lola and Hisham explained
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that the difficulties of speaking with the teacher would disappear in GW. They
explained:

In groups, we can discuss things together and not speak with the teacher.
| feel nervous when | speak to the teacher because of course she knows
more than me, but when | speak to other students, all these barriers
disappear. (Lola, female, 19, Institution D).

The barrier which exists between you and the teacher [is] not there in
group. As far as participation is concerned, it is easier for me to speak
with other students than to speak with the teacher. (Hisham, male, 27,
Institution C).

Lola felt confident to speak with other learners since her level of English was closer
to them than the teacher’s. Hisham claimed that speaking with other learners could
help reduce the power barriers that normally exist in a teacher-learner interaction. It
appears that communication with the teacher is more stressful than engaging with

peers in GW.

Another interesting point is that some learners thought that speaking in a group has
helped them speak English more confidently outside class, too. The GW in a
language class offers a supportive environment for learners to prepare themselves to
speak in a larger social environment. Extracts from Jeyan, Aziz and Hisham clarify
this point further:

Of course group work helped me a lot ... For example, I could not speak
English outside the classroom before, but | practise speaking with my
friends in the group in class, which will help me and encourage me to
speak, so if | go outside the classroom | can speak confidently. (Jeyan,
female, 15, Institution C).

Group work makes learning English easier. For example, if you travel
abroad you can apply what you learnt within your group; you know how
to speak ... I think group work is better because it gives you a chance to
speak with others. (Aziz, Male, 16, Institution D).

Group work was very useful for me to speak [English], not only in the
school, it helped me to speak with people outside the school ... I like to
use English in class all the time, when | want to work with others or even
if I want to ask my peers something. ( Hisham, male, 22, Institution C ).
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These learners implied that practising speaking with their groups members helped
them improve their communicative skills that became useful in their social life. It
appears that motivation and confidence in speaking English may improve when it
starts from a smaller environment and it is then applied to a wider social

environment.

Another important point is that the majority of interviewed learners suggested that
practising English in GW increases the communication and interaction in the
language classroom. Many explained that the second language would not be
efficiently learnt if there were no opportunities for interaction in the classroom
context. Learners may understand the teacher’s input, but they cannot practise or
apply what they have learned if they only work individually. Thus, GW increases the
interaction and communication opportunities in the language classroom. Two
extracts from students’ accounts exemplify this point:

In language learning, there should be communication between students
to develop their language, but there is no communication and interaction
when learning by yourself, so how can students improve their English
language if they only work independently? I would not benefit much from
a teacher-centred classroom. (Jana, female, 27, Institution D).

When you learn by yourself, you can understand but you cannot practise
what you have learned, while when you work within groups, you will
practise and use the language more. (Mohannad, male, 29, Institution C).

Jana explained that GW helps learning the target language since learners have
chances to interact with other learners. Mohannad shared the same perception as
Jana, and both agreed that language learners need opportunities to practise English,
which cannot be done through individual tasks.

To summarise, the findings revealed that most of the learners believed that GW helps
create a relaxed environment in which learners feel comfortable to practise English
and prepare themselves to apply their knowledge in the wider social situations.
Learners felt that motivation to practise English is often increased in GW, when
learners speak with other learners rather than with the teacher. The next section will

discuss further the perceived emotional benefits of GW for language learners.
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4.3.3. The perceived emotional benefits of GW for language learners

This section will present the emotional benefits perceived by the EFL learners in this
study. Learners suggested two important benefits of GW which are related to their
feelings on learning English. These include: motivation to learn English and the

importance of a positive learning environment.

In the questionnaire, eleven students suggested that GW encourages them to work
with others. Seven students said that GW makes them more confident to participate
in interaction. Six students stated that GW is ‘more fun’ since it gave them time to
complete several activities, while others mentioned that speaking confidently made
them enjoy learning English. Similarly, from the interviews, many learners explained
that motivation to learn is one of the important benefits of GW. Some learners
clarified that participating in interesting and enjoyable activities while in groups is a

very important factor in creating a positive learning atmosphere.

Some learners explained that the competition between group members where all of
them work hard to stand out had a positive effect on motivating students to exchange
ideas and knowledge. Thus, positive competition in GW may result in motivating
students to support each other. In relation to this, Jeyan said:

In good groups, there is a competitive atmosphere, where all students try
to do their best to stand out. (Jeyan, female, 15, Institution C).

Another interesting point made by learners is that GW could create a positive
environment which helps learners improve their language skills. One student, Lola,
mentioned that learning in GW makes the learning atmosphere more interesting than
learning alone. She said that GW gave her a chance to exchange knowledge and
share experiences with others, which made her actively involved and enthusiastic to
learn:

To be honest, nobody can learn in a boring atmosphere like in a school
or learn by themselves, especially when learning a second language. At
the college, it was more fun, and the best thing in GW is the opportunity
to exchange experiences ... When a student studies alone, they will get
bored, but when they are studying with other students, the atmosphere
will be better for learning. (Lola, female, 19, Institution D).
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Further, some learners suggested that assessment in GW was very important to
motivate students. Meshary illustrated that the use of assessment used for group tasks
often stimulates students to participate, as they are striving to achieve a good result
for their work. Meshary explained:

If the teacher puts us into groups, and then asks us to work on a task and
when we finish we have to hand it to the teacher to assess it, most
students are motivated to do the task well and do it together because
assessment is involved. (Meshary, male, 20, institution A).

Additionally, some learners explained that working with others in a group makes
them enthusiastic to learn from their peers as well as teach those who need help.
They explained that GW gives the students more motivation to learn than individual
learning, especially in the case of low ability students, since they may need more
support from other learners. Also, for some students, the motivation generated by
being in a group could increase the opportunities for cooperative learning between
group members. On this, Hisham, Meshary and Meyada explained, respectively:

Students can encourage each other if they work in a group, but if they are
learning by themselves, they may feel overwhelmed or hesitate to
participate or speak with the teacher. | think group work is better than
learning by yourself. (Hisham, male, 22, Institution C).

When the teacher explains a theoretical thing such as a new grammar
rule, it is probably best to explain it to the whole class, but in doing
practical tasks, it is better to be with a group. For example, if we have
practical work and the teacher asks students to do this work individually,
there are some low ability students in the class who cannot do this. They
may need other students to work with them, encourage and teach them,
so it is not ideal to do practical tasks individually. (Meshary, male, 20,
Institution A).

My group was very cooperative and this was helpful for me. All the
group members were enthusiastic about learning and if anyone didn’t
understand something, the other members tried to help and explain.
(Meyada, female 24, Institution D).
To summarise, the findings indicate that the majority of students believed that GW
helped them to be motivated in learning and to feel more confident when interacting
with each other. Language learners suggested also that being motivated could help

them progress in learning English since group members seemed to work
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cooperatively to support each other. This section has presented the perceived
emotional benefits of GW. However, some learners suggested that GW is not always
a positive activity, and sometimes impacts negatively on language learners and this

aspect will be explained in the following section.

4.4. The perceived difficulties of GW for language learners

Many learners asserted that GW could pose some barriers, which could result in loss
of motivation and undermine the cooperative learning aspect of the interaction. Also,
these difficulties may result in a negative attitude towards GW in the EFL classroom.
To discuss these aspects in relation to the data elicited, the questionnaire data will be
presented first, which will be followed by some illustrations from the interview
extracts.

4.4.1. Quantitative findings of the perceived difficulties in GW

As mentioned in the Methodology chapter, participants were asked to rate some
possible difficulties of GW as identified by the author from the literature on a scale
from ‘very true’ (1) to ‘not true at all’ (5). From the means of these difficulties, it
appeared that language learners gave relatively low scores for the five difficulties of
GW. This means that learners did not agree that the stated difficulties apply to them

when learning in GW.

4.4.1.1. The descriptive statistics for the perceived difficulties of GW

Table 11. Means and standard deviations for the perceived disadvantages of group
work

Disadvantages of Group work N | Mean (SD)
Some students are likely to take over the group. 171 | 3.28 (1.214)
Some students do not contribute much to the group. 168 | 2.85 (1.168)
GW is a waste of time: | prefer listening to the teacher. 169 | 2.76 (1.325)
Some students do not give other members 163 | 3.24 (1.236)
the chance to participate.

Some group members may adopt other members' mistakes. | 161 | 2.88 (1.350)

*1=very true , 5= not true at all.
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4.4.1.2. Relationship between students’ perceived opportunities to speak English in

GW and their agreement with the statement that ‘GW is a waste of time’

The relationship between the students’ perceived opportunities to speak English in
GW and their preference for individual work as they saw GW as a ‘waste of time’
was explored. The issue under examination was to find out whether learners who
reported a preference for individual work since they saw GW as ‘a waste of time’
were also those who reported low scores for finding more opportunities to practise
English.

Table 12 presents a correlation coefficient (Spearman’s rho) between GW seen as
providing more opportunities for students to speak in English (Median=1, Range=4)
and agreement with the statement ‘GW is a waste of time: | prefer listening to the
teacher’ (Median=3, Range=4). Spearman’s rho has been used since the two
variables were skewed. As shown, there was a small positive relationship between
the two items (rho=.204, p=.008).

Table 12. Correlation between GW seen as providing more opportunities for
students to speak in English and agreement with the statement ‘GW is a waste of
time: | prefer to listen to the teacher’

GW provides more GW is a waste
opportunities for of time : |
students to speak in prefer listening
English to the teacher
Spearman's  Group work provides  Correlation 1.000 204"
rho more opportunities for  Coefficient
students to speak in .
English P Sig. . ' 008
(2-tailed)
N 168 167

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

This result could indicate that despite the majority of learners perceiving that GW
gives them opportunities to speak in English, many of them also see GW as a waste

of time.
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4.4.2. Qualitative findings of perceived difficulties of GW

4.4.2.1. Perceived learning difficulties in GW

In the questionnaire, some learners identified some difficulties in GW. Four students
stated that GW was ‘a waste of time’. Three students suggested that ‘some students
ask too many questions’. Similarly, four students believed that ‘speaking about
unrelated topics in GW’ could irritate many students. Additionally, nine students
considered that ‘noise’ and ‘speaking in Arabic’ could ‘affect concentration’ and
generate ‘interruptions’ in GW. It appears that, in students’ view, these aspects could

affect negatively their English language learning.

In interviews, some learners explained that learning in groups was sometimes seen
by them as ‘a waste of time’. This was especially the case in mixed ability groups,
when students at different levels of ability are asked to work together. Some learners
mentioned that in these groups, certain students tend to ask their peers for help too
many times. They thought this may irritate other group members, since too many
questions may interrupt their concentration. These are two examples from students’
interviews:

When you learn by yourself, there is no time wasting like in group work,
where one of the group members may ask many questions or they need
more explanation because their level of English is not so good, all this
will waste lots of time when you work in a group. (Mohannad, male, 29,
Institution C).

The difficulty of group work is that there are some students who
understand better than others, so some people will need more
explanation and clarification. (Waffia, female, 27, Institution E).

Mohannad and Waffia explained that different abilities in group work may result in
time wasting, since some students need more time to understand things properly.
Mohannad believed that this disadvantage does not exist when you learn
individually. However, some students believed that in individual learning tasks, some

people may not feel confident to ask the teacher questions.

Further, some learners found it very difficult to convey their ideas and knowledge to

others when working in groups. Language learners differ in their knowledge,
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experience, abilities, and characteristics even when they are placed at the same level
of language competence. These differences may cause barriers for some learners in
working cooperatively in groups. Jeyan and Hisham explained:

The most difficult thing is when | have an idea and | cannot convey this

idea to others. (Jeyan, female,15, Institution C).

If 1 work with lower ability students, it is usually difficult for me to
discuss something with them or have a conversation, because they would
not understand me. (Hisham, male, 22, Institution C)

Another important point is that some students would sometimes ask others for
clarification in Arabic if they had difficulties in understanding the explanation in
English. It seems that while it is easier for some learners to clarify their
understanding in their native language, this may annoy more advanced learners, as
they see this as taking time from their learning progress in English. Waseem believed
that usage of the native language should not be allowed while you are learning a
second language. He explained:

When some students in the group do not understand some vocabulary,
they translate it into Arabic or they ask other students the meaning in
Arabic, and | think this is wrong when you want to learn English.
(Waseem, male, 25, Institution A).

To sum up, the findings revealed that despite the fact that many learners agreed that
GW provides more opportunities to speak English, however, many of them agreed
also that GW can be a waste of the class time. The qualitative data in the
questionnaire and in the interviews explained this result, in which many students
suggested that missing out on learning opportunities was the significant disadvantage
of GW. Missing out on opportunities could be the result of individual students asking
too many questions, people speaking in Arabic, individuals making noise,
interrupting, and chatting on topics unrelated to the task at hand. Some learners also

reported emotional difficulties in GW and this aspect will be explored next.

4.4.2.2. Perceived emotional difficulties in GW
In the questionnaire, seven students suggested that anxiety in GW could result in
comprehension difficulties between group members. They said that students cannot

speak confidently because they are shy, which could impact negatively on both the
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shy person and the other group members as the shy person cannot contribute as much
as other members. Similarly, from the interview data, it seems that shyness may

prevent few students from asking others to obtain help.

Communication in GW is very important if learning is to take place. Meyada
believed that working with a lively group may encourage her to participate and
contribute more than when being part of a quieter group. Further, Meshary
mentioned that shyness may be a barrier for individuals when they need to ask others
for help, which may negatively affect cooperative learning. He explained:

[ think a big difficulty is some people’s shyness. If the student is shy, they
won’t ask other group members if he or she needed any help, and this
will affect negatively their learning. (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).

Another important point is that some students complained that people in groups may
have a very negative influence on individuals, through behaviours such as ignoring
colleagues who need help in the group. In relation to this, Lola said:

I remember that | missed a lesson, and when | was back at school, | was
working with a group of three students, and they totally ignored me.
Because | did not have any idea about the previous lesson, so | kept silent
all the time. This was a negative experience for me of working in a
group. (Lola, female, 19, Institution D).

Lola described being ignored in GW as one of the negative behaviours which may
prevent students from benefitting fully in GW. She believed that being ignored could

prevent some group members from getting the support that would help them learn.

This section has discussed the emotional difficulties that may impact negatively on
learners’ experiences of GW. The findings referred to the fact that anxious students
and any shy learners could be affected negatively by being asked to interact in a
group, which may also impact negatively on their group peers. Also, ignoring some

members of the group may lead to uncooperative GW.
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4.5. Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the significant benefits and difficulties of GW that have
been identified by EFL learners. It appears that the majority of language learners
believed that the learning benefits of GW were the most significant advantage which
facilitates their learning of English. They also suggested some emotional benefits of
GW that impact positively on their learning of English. However, learners saw that
there were difficulties of GW which may lead to negative attitudes to GW. These
difficulties are related to learning and emotional aspects. It seemed that there are
some important factors that should be considered in GW since they affect learners’
achievement in English. The next chapter will discuss the factors that affect learning

in GW, as identified by the students participating in the research.
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CHAPTER 5

STUDENTS’ VIEWS ON SIGNIFICANT
FACTORS AFFECTING GROUP WORK

5.1. Overview

This chapter will present the results of the factors affecting learning in GW, as
perceived by the students participating in the study. There were three main
significant factors: teacher’s role in GW, group dynamics, and group task. Learners’
perceptions of the teacher’s role are presented in the first part of the chapter. Then,
the aspects that related to group dynamics are discussed, mainly students’ roles and
behaviours, group size, and group composition. In the last part of the chapter the

significance of the group tasks is discussed, as seen by the learners.

5.2. The teacher’s role in group work

5.2.1. Introduction

Learning in GW may not eliminate the teacher’s input, but it may decrease the direct
involvement for language teachers, since teachers have more of a chance to allow
language learners to learn from others in the classroom. Teachers’ role in GW was
seen as important by the learners in this study, mainly in terms of directing,
organizing and accelerating learning. Despite the fact that many students agreed that
the teacher’s role is considered an essential factor that could affect learning in GW,
there are different perceptions of what teachers should do when using GW. The
quantitative findings in relation to the teacher’s role in GW will be presented first,

and then findings from the qualitative data will follow.

5.2.2. Quantitative findings of the perceptions of the teacher’s role in GW
As mentioned in the Methodology chapter, a question was asked in the questionnaire
to find out what is the teacher’s role while doing GW, in language learners’ view.

The learners were allowed to choose one or more roles from the four roles outlined in
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the questionnaire. By using descriptive statistics, the differences between the
students’ views of the different roles of teachers and the students’ level of

competence in English were explored.

5.2.2.1. Descriptive statistics for the teacher’s role in GW

As shown in Figure 6, more than half of the participating language learners (55.7%)
thought that ‘the teacher should listen to group members and monitor learning’.
Similarly, nearly half of the language learners (48.1%) reported that the teacher
should be in the classroom during GW in case some learners needed help, while
35.8% of learners reported that teachers should participate as equals in groups. Only
2.8% of learners thought that ‘the teacher should not interfere at all’. The results of

participants’ perceptions of the possible roles for teachers in GW are presented in

Figure 6.
Figure 6. Students' perceptions of teachers' role in group work
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5.2.2.2. Differences between perceived roles of the teacher and learners’ different

levels of competence

The correlations between the perceived teacher’s roles and language learners’ level
of competence in English were explored. Previous literature (Blatchford et al., 2003)

suggested that the perceived teachers’ roles in GW differ according to the students’

125



levels of language knowledge, since the low proficiency learners may need more
help and support from their colleagues and their teachers. Thus, the issue under
investigation was to see whether or not learners at different levels (beginner,

intermediate and advanced) were different in their perceptions of the teacher’s role.

Table 13 presents chi-Square tests for the differences between the three groups of
students’ levels of English (beginner, intermediate and advanced) and the perceived
roles of the teacher in GW. As shown, there were no significant differences between

the three groups.

Table 13. Differences between the three groups of students at different levels of
English and the perceived roles of the teacher in GW

Teacher’s role in Teacher’s role in Teacher’s role in Teacher’s role in
GW: the teacher GW: the teacher GW: the teacher GW: the teacher
should be there if should listen to should participate  should not
we need help groups and monitor  as equal interfere at all
learning
Chi- 1.463 4.759 .839 2.335
Square
df 2 2 2 2
p 481 .093 .657 311

b. Grouping Variable: Level of English (Beginner, intermediate, advanced)

The findings show that many of the language learners preferred the teacher to listen
to groups and monitor learning, while a small percentage of learners thought that the
teacher should not interfere at all in GW. There were no significant differences
between learners at different levels of competence and the preferred teacher role in
GW. The next section will draw on data from the interview extracts to elaborate on

the learners’ perceptions of the teacher’s role in GW activities.

5.2.3. Qualitative findings on student perceptions of the teacher’s role in GW

The interview findings revealed that the majority of the students interviewed liked
the teacher to supervise the class when they worked in groups. Many learners said
that they liked the teacher to help the group members, whereas, some learners
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suggested that they preferred the teacher to be a bystander (a guide on the side).
These roles will be discussed in the following sections in more detail, with extracts

from learners’ interviews.

5.2.3.1. The teacher as supervisor and assistant in GW

Some students suggested that it was best if the teacher acted as a supervisor in GW,
since students should learn from other group members rather than the teacher when
in groups. They thought the teacher should only observe students in groups, without
participating directly, unless students got a task wrong or asked for help. They also
suggested that it is better if the teacher solves a group’s problems at the beginning of
the group task rather than leaving students to finish the task and make mistakes.
These are some extracts from students’ views on this issue:

It’s better if the teacher supervises group work, because if she notices
that something is wrong from the beginning, she can teach students to do
it correctly, not wait until the students finish (Azhar, female, 21,
Institution A).

The teacher should supervise groups and observe their work, and if they
make mistakes, he can help them to find the right answers. (Mazen, male,
19, Institution D).

The teacher should supervise the group and if students need help, they
can ask the teacher to help them. He should check the students’ work
when they finish as well ... I don’t like doing group work without the
teacher’s supervision. The teacher should also organise students into
appropriate groups. Group work goes well if the teacher works as a
supervisor. (Abed, male, 26, Institution A).

It appears that these three learners shared the same belief which is that the teacher
should supervise GW since this allows the teacher to point students in the right
direction on a task or activity. Abed claimed that supervision by the teacher during

GW was very important for learners to succeed in the group activity.
On a similar tone, other learners preferred the teacher to be a facilitator in GW.,

According to these students’ views, the teacher should contribute to GW and
intervene to help students during an activity to enable them to make progress. 1zza
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suggested that teachers should intervene in groups to correct mistakes that may occur
in and to help them get the right answers. l1zza said:

The teacher should supervise groups and correct the learners’ mistakes,
she should teach us how we can do the task, how we can pronounce new
words and she should direct us to avoid mistakes in sentence structure
when we speak in English, and how to differentiate between the plural
and the singular forms in English. (1zza, female, 26, Institution E).

Another interesting point is that two other students, Reeman and Jeyan, believed that
the teacher should change her role depending on the type of task. Jeyan suggested
that the teacher should help the group in writing tasks, but it would be better if she
left the group alone in conversation tasks. In her view, students liked to speak freely,
without any restriction, during conversation activities, but they preferred more
guidance when writing. Jeyan and Reeman explained respectively:

Sometimes | prefer the teacher to help the group and work with us and
other times | prefer the teacher to leave the group to do what they want
... When I want the teacher to help us, it will be for writing or anything
else that I need, but in conversation, | prefer the teacher to leave the
group to talk and not interfere. (Jeyan, female, 15, Institution C).

Sometimes, | prefer the teacher to supervise the group and watch their
work and other times, 1'd like her to leave the group to do the task by
themselves. It depends on the type of task. (Reeman, female,
21,Institution A).

To sum up, the findings in this section showed that some learners preferred the
teacher to supervise the learners when involved in GW, since he/she can guide their
learning in the right direction. However, other learners wanted teachers to help group

members only in the cases where they needed specific assistance.

A different group of learners thought that the teacher should only be a bystander
when learners work in groups. The teacher’s role in this case is to observe learners
involved in groups without any intervention and only check on learners when they

finish an activity. This other role will be discussed next.
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5.2.3.2. The teacher as a bystander in GW

Some students perceived that the teacher should allow groups complete freedom, so

that students could work in a relaxed environment. They perceived the teacher’s role
as more passive during group activities. They mentioned that it seems better if the
teacher leaves the groups to get on with a task and checks their work only when they
finish the activity. On this, Mohannad, Mansor and Zezo explained:

If the teacher does not correct mistakes until we finish a task, this gives
me a chance to continue working without interruptions. | think the
teacher should leave the groups to continue their work and after half an
hour the teacher should check the students’ work and correct any
mistakes. (Mohannad, male, 29, Institution C).

| think it is better when the teacher leaves the group to work by
themselves, and when they finish a task, he can assess or teach them if
they did not know something (Mansor, male, 24, Institution C).

I think the teacher should leave the groups to finish their work, and when

they finish everything he can check on them and give comments in order

to improve their work. (Zezo, male, 30, Institution A).
These learners seemed to prefer the teacher to give them the space to work with other
learners uninterrupted. They suggested that the feedback and the assessment for GW

should take place when learners complete the group task.

Other learners explained that the teacher supervision during GW may cause anxiety
for some learners. Some learners cannot work well in GW under the supervision of
the teacher. Meshary and Hisham said:

If the teacher is working with a group during a conversation activity, it
may be stressful for students to speak. (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).

The teacher should not supervise the groups all the time, but should leave
them alone until they finish working, then he can teach or help them; this
is the most efficient role of the teacher, since we can work away from the
teacher’s eye (Hisham, male, 22, Institution C).
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Meshary said he had found it very difficult to speak in a group if the teacher was
listening to the group conversation, while Hisham thought that the teacher should
leave the group alone until they finish a task, and only then check on their work.

In summary, it appears that some learners prefer the teacher to give them the
opportunity to ask other learners for help rather than rely on help from the teacher all
the time. They thought the main role of the teacher during GW is to check the
group’s work when learners completed the required task. Also, some learners thought

that the constant supervision of the teacher could cause anxiety for some learners.

5.2.4. Conclusion

This section has discussed the different perceptions of the language learners in
relation to the teacher’s role when students are involved in GW activities. The
findings from the questionnaire revealed that the highest percentage of learners
preferred the teacher to supervise GW and monitor learning, while a lower
percentage preferred the teacher to take a more passive role. Similarly, during the
interviews, some of the language learners explained that they liked the teacher to
supervise the group, while other learners liked the teacher to offer help to groups.
Another group of students suggested that the teacher should leave the group to work
independently, in order to also help learners to work in a less threatening
environment. Finally, despite the fact that learners differed in their perceptions of the
teacher’s role in GW, the majority of them perceived the teacher’s role as an
important factor which helps the process of GW go well. Another important factor in
GW that was perceived by many learners as key to successful learning is the

dynamics of GW, and this will be discussed next.

5.3. Group dynamics

5.3.1. Overview

As mentioned in the literature review (Chapter 2: Section 2.6.), group dynamics
refers to a range of factors. Some of these concepts will be discussed in this section
in relation to students’ views. The key factors to group dynamics, as emerging from

the literature, include: the perceived students’ role and behaviour in GW; the size of
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the groups; and the group composition. These three factors may impact considerably
on the dynamics of GW. Quantitatively, descriptive statistics were used to explore all
three concepts, but two of the factors were also explored qualitatively (i.e. students’
behaviour and group composition).

5.3.2. Students’ roles and behaviours in GW

5.3.2.1. Quantitative findings of perceived roles and behaviours of students in
GW

As mentioned in Chapter 3, learners were asked in the questionnaire to choose one or
more of the roles that applied to them from a list of four different roles, as generated
by the author based on the findings from the literature review. Also, under the
perceived student’s role question, students were asked to rate the importance of the
role that applied to them, on a scale from ‘1’ (very important) to ‘5’ (not so
important). Descriptive statistics was used to analyse the perceived students’ roles in
GW. Also, the relationship between the perceived students’ role and the importance
given to the selected students’ role was examined.

5.3.2.1.1 .Descriptive statistics for the perceived roles of students in GW

As shown in Figure 7, the majority of learners (61.4%) reported that their perceived
role was to contribute to the group when they needed to. Nearly half of participants
(47.8%) reported that they liked to speak a lot during GW tasks, while 29.3% of
learners reported that they preferred to listen more to others. However, it appears that
a small percentage of learners (2.7%) thought that they did not contribute much in
GW, and preferred individual work. A similar percentage of learners (2.7%) reported
that they fell into the ‘other’ category and did not identify with any of the four roles

given in the questionnaire.

131



Figure 7. Perceived roles of students in group work

100

90

80

70

60

o
B 50
©
-
c
o 40
2
[
a 30
20
10
(]
Itend to listen to | tend to speak a lot |try and contribute |do not contribute other
others when | have much, | prefer
OYes something to say individual tasks
@No Student's roles

5.3.2.1.2. The relationship between the students’ perceived roles in GW and the

perceived importance of students’ roles in GW

The relationship between the perceived students’ role in GW and the level of
importance given to them to their role was explored. The issue under the
investigation was whether learners who reported positive roles in GW were those

learners who reported a high score for the importance of the role.

Table 14 presents the correlation coefficient (Pearson’s r) between the students’ role
in GW and the perceived importance of their roles. As shown, there was no
significant relationship between three of the student roles — ‘contributing when need
to’, ‘listening to others’, and ‘not contributing much’ - and importance given to their

role.
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Table 14. Correlation (Pearson’s r, 2-tailed) between different perceived roles of
students and the perceived importance of student’s role in group work

Student's role in  Student's role Student's role in the Student's role in the
the group: | in the group: | group: I try and group: | don't
tendtolistento  tendtospeaka  contribute when | contribute much, I
others lot have something to say  prefer individual
tasks

The importance .024 252" -.044 -.079

of the student's

role in the group
(.749) (.001) (.556) (.294)

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The interesting point is that there was a small positive relationship between the
perceived role of speaking a lot in GW and the perceived importance of the student’s
role in GW. Thus, learners who like to speak a lot in GW see their role as very

important in GW.

5.3.2.1.3. Descriptive statistics for the perceived learners’ behaviour in GW

Table 15. Means and standard deviations for different behaviors of students

The students’ behaviour The mean number (SD)
Students try to be leaders in the group. 3.30 (1.234)

Students do not give a chance to other members to 3.00 (1.150)
participate.

Students do not like other group members’ ideas. 2.80 (1.117)

Students keep their knowledge to themselves. 2.74 (1.170)

*1= strongly agree, 5= strongly disagree.

5.3.2.1.4. Relationship between learners’ behaviour in GW, perceived motivation to

participate in GW and perceived improvement in English.

The relationship between perceived learners’ behaviour in GW, perceived motivation
and perceived improvement in English was explored. The issue under examination
was whether learners who reported high scores for common behaviours were also
those who reported high motivation in group participation and perceived

improvement in their English language.
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Table 16. Correlation between students’ behavior in GW and perceived motivation
to participate in GW and reported improvement in English

Students' Students' behaviour Students' Students'
behaviour in the in the group: students  behaviour in the behaviour in the
group: students do not give a chance group: students do  group: students
try to be leaders to other members to not like other keep their
in the group participate members ideas knowledge to
themselves
Group work
helps students 754 -.020 -.043 112
to improve their
English
.024 .802 .586 148
Motivation to
participate in -.017 -.006 -.071 -.012
Group Work
.827 943 .375 879

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The relationship between perceived learners’ behaviours in GW and perceived
improvement in English and perceived motivation to participate in GW were
considered using correlation coefficient (Spearman’s rho) since the variables did not
meet the assumptions. As shown in Table 16, there were no significant relationships
between learners’ behaviours in GW and the perception of GW as helping students to
improve their English. Also, there were no significant relationships between learners’
behaviours and the perceived motivation to participate in GW.

5.3.2.1.5. Descriptive statistics for the effect of GW on language learners’ behaviour

As shown in Figure 8, although Figure 8. Effect of group work on
students' behaviors
75.6% of language learners

reported that GW affects group

members’ behaviours positively,

there was a small percentage (11 %)

of learners who reported that GW

Iﬁ 134

Positive = Negative No effect

percentage

affects group members’ behaviours

negatively, and 13.4% reported that

GW does not affect learners’ .
the way of affecting

behaviours. An explanation for the
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negative behaviours of the language learners in GW will be given from the
qualitative data in the next section.

5.3.2.2. Qualitative findings of the perceived negative behaviours in GW

Most of the interviewed learners explained that certain behaviours of some students
in GW could lead to negative, poor dynamics in GW. These negative behaviours
were: dominant individuals taking over the GW and the reluctance of some learners
to contribute in GW.

5.3.2.2.1. Dominant individuals taking over the GW

Language learners said that the dominance in GW of one member or more could
cause difficulties in learning for the other students in group. It seems that dominant
learners in GW do not give others opportunities to share ideas. To illustrate this
point, here is a quote from Aleem:

Sometimes there are students in the group who like to be leaders of the
group and do everything in an activity. They want to give the answers to
all questions and they do not give others a chance to give their opinion
or participate in the group work, so in this case, group work isn’t useful
for me because | cannot engage with other group members or benefit
from their input. (Aleem, Male, 24, Institution A).

Aleem explained that the benefits of GW would not be the same when working with
dominant learners. Further, other learners said that dominancy in GW is the most
significant difficulty which may lead to emerging negative experiences for the
learner, as well as leading to negative attitudes towards learning. Meshary and
Reeman’s input illustrates this:

Also, | remember that | was working in a group and one of the group
members was trying to take over all the time and do everything, | do not
like this in group work (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).

There are some students who like to control the group, and | do not like
selfishness between group members, when someone tries to take over the
group. (Reeman, female, 21, Institution A).

To summarise, the findings revealed that the presence of dominant learners in GW is
perceived as one of the most significant difficulties of GW. It appears that
individuals controlling the GW irritated many learners and affected negatively their
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perceptions of GW activities. Also, this could lead to uncooperative work between
group members. A second negative behaviour was some learners’ unwillingness to

work cooperatively in GW, and this will be explored next.

5.3.2.2.2. Unwillingness to work cooperatively in GW

Many learners explained that one of the negative behaviours that affected GW was
the lack of cooperation from certain members. They explained that this may
negatively affect members’ behaviours and relationships in GW. As a result, some of
them preferred working individually to working with uncooperative students. Azhar
and Zezo explained this:

It [cooperative work] depends on students themselves. | do not like
students being dependent on other members of the group; you have to
benefit from group work without being dependent on other students to do
your work. (Azhar, female, 21, Institution A).

It [group success] depends on the members of the group, sometimes you
find some students talk about unrelated topics, they don’t care about the
discussion the group has to do. I like group members to be cooperative
and discuss topics at hand with each other.’’ (Zezo, male, 30, Institution
A).

Azhar explained that unwillingness to work cooperatively and dependency on other
members could be problematic in GW. Zezo said that some of the group members do
not pay attention to the group discussion and talk about unrelated topics and this
leads to uncooperative groups. Also, in another quote, Zezo explained the importance
of cooperation in GW, where all group members are encouraged to participate. He
said:

Sometimes | prefer individual learning and other times | prefer group
work, it depends on group members. But I think if we do group work we
should cooperate with each other because if there is good cooperation,
every student can participate in group work (Zezo, male, 30, Institution
A).

A further important point raised by the learners interviewed was that the differences
in students’ characteristics may affect negatively the type of cooperative work. It
appeared that in GW some learners tend to rely on others to complete the work.
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Some learners explained the reasons and results for the dependency on other in GW.
Reeman and lzza said, respectively:

The different personalities of group members can be a problem, |
sometimes find that not all group members cooperate with the others and
there are some students who rely on other members in the group. ‘If I'm
in a group and other students do the work, why should I do it?’ seems to
be their approach. (Reeman, female, 21, Institution A).

If a student pronounces something wrongly, she will not try again to get

the right pronunciation, instead she will stop trying and asking others to

help her. (lzza, female, 26, Institution E ).
Reeman explained that the differences between learners’ personalities could be the
reason for uncooperative work and dependency on other learners. Izza asserted that
in GW students may not try to find the right answer by themselves: they ask others to
help them without making any effort on their own. Also, in another quote, lzza
explained the negative characteristics of some learners that could lead to
uncooperative work. She said:

When learning by yourself, you need to pay attention to the teacher, but
when learning in a group, the group members can also explain things
and you can understand better. BUT, IT ALL DEPENDS ON THE
GROUP MEMBERS. If some of them are selfish and keep the
information for themselves, you don’t benefit much from group work. ...
In a group, there will always be some students who refuse to cooperate
... Also, if you ask some students to explain things that you did not
understand, some of them won’t tell you, they keep the answer to
themselves. (1zza, female, 27, Institution E).

Izza explained that GW could be more beneficial since students can clarify some
elements of the language to understand better. However, if group members were not

cooperative, the supportive element of GW was lost and learning did not happen.

To summarise, the findings revealed that many language learners explained that
cooperation in GW is essential to take advantage of this activity. They explained the
reasons for this lack of cooperation, mainly to do with certain learner characteristics
and some learners’ dependency on other learners, and the effects of uncooperative

work.
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5.3.2.3. Conclusion

This section has explained the perceived students’ roles in GW and the perceived
importance of their role in GW. A correlation test was conducted between these two
items. There was a positive relationship between one of the student roles — ‘speaking
a lot in GW’ - and perceived improvement in English. Then, the perceived
behaviours of learners in groups were presented, and a correlation test was conducted
between learners’ behaviours and perceived motivation to participate and perceived
improvement in English. There was no significant relationship between learners’
behaviours and perceived motivation to participate and perceived improvement in
English. For more clarification, the interview data explained the negative behaviours
of language learners in GW. There were two significant behaviours which were seen
to impact negatively on the dynamics of GW. These were: the dominance of a group
activity by certain learners and certain learners’ unwillingness to cooperate in GW.
Another important factor which may affect group dynamics is the size of group and
this will be explained next.

5.3.3. Group size

5.3.3.1. Quantitative findings of the preference of group size

Previous literature (see Chapter 2, Section 2.6.3) found that the group size is an
important factor which affects the dynamics of GW. This section will present the
students’ preference for group size in GW in the present study. Also, the section will
report on a group differences test which was used to investigate the differences
between three sizes of group (small, medium, large) and students’ perceptions in
relation to the opportunities to speak English, responsibility in GW, perceived

motivation to participate and perceived improvement in English.
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5.3.3.1.1 .Descriptive statistics for the size of GW

Figure 9. Learners’ preference regarding

group size From Figure 9, it appears

that language learners differ
in their preference for group
size in GW. As presented in
Figure 9, more than half of

learners (55%) reported that

Percentage

they preferred groups of 4-5
members,  while  25%
reported that they liked to
work in groups with 6

members or more, and 11%

reported that they liked to
work in small groups of 2-3.
Only .05% reported that

they do not like to work in

Size of group

groups at all, and 5% reported being in the ‘other’ category. Due to the small number
of participants in ‘I do not like GW’ and ‘other’, these categories were excluded from

further analysis.

5.3.3.1.2. Differences between the group size and students’ perceptions in relation to

the responsibility of learners, the opportunities to speak, the motivation to

participate and improvement in English.

The differences between the group size and some perceived benefits of GW (the
responsibility of learners, the opportunities to speak, the motivation to participate and
the improvement in English language), were explored. The issue under investigation
was whether learners who reported preference for certain group sizes also reported

differently on the perceived benefits of GW.

A Kruskal-Wallis Test was conducted to discover the differences between the three

sizes of GW and some benefits of GW, namely: ‘GW increases the responsibility of
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learners’ (Median=2, Range=4), ‘GW provides more opportunities to speak in
English> (Median=1, Range=4) ‘GW helps learners to improve in English’
(Median=1, Range=4), ‘GW increases the motivation to participate with others’
(Median=1, Range=4).

Table 17. Preferred group size and perceived benefits of group work

Preferred size of group | N Mean | Chi- df | Asymp.
Rank | Square Sig
GW helps students to be more | 2-3 members 17 66.68
responsible in their learning
4-5 members 93 79.24
6 or more members 45 79.72
Total 155 2
1.304 521
GW provides more 2-3 members 18 72.44
opportunities for students to
speak in English
4-5 members 92 79.81
6 or more members 46 78.25
Total 156 487 2 784
GW helps students to 2-3 members 20 71.45
improve their English
4-5 members 95 87.27
6 or more members 46 72.21
Total 161 2
7.213 .027
GW increases motivation to 2-3 members 18 73.73
participate with other
learners
4-5 members 93 87.19
6 or more members 46 74.65
Total 175 2
4.348 114

As shown in Table 17 above, the rankings were very similar in the three groups in
relation to all four perceived benefits of GW. There were no significant differences
in relation to items ‘GW increases the motivation to participate with others’” (x?=
4.348, df =2, p = .12), ‘GW provides more opportunities to speak English’ (x?= .487,
df =2, p=.79), and ‘GW helps students to be more responsible in their learning’ (x?=
1.304, df =2, p=.53).

However, the test revealed a statistically significant difference in the perceived

improvement of English language and preferred size of group (x?= 7.213, df =2,

140




p=03). It appears that the medium sized group is the highest mean rank between the
other two groups. Thus, learners who reported that they like to work in medium sized
groups also reported that they improved more in English language.

5.3.3.2. Conclusion

This section has presented the students’ perceptions for the preferred group size. The
findings revealed that the majority of learners preferred to work in a medium group,
with 4 to 5 members, while a small percentage of learners like to work in smaller
groups. Further, there were significant differences in the three sizes of GW, since
learners who like to work in medium groups seemed to report more improvement in
English. As group size seemed to be an important factor affecting the dynamics of
GW, group composition seems also essential to achieve an efficient dynamics for

GW. This factor will be explored in the next section.

5.3.4. Group composition

Since group composition seemed to be an important factor affecting the dynamics of
GW, as emerging from the literature, a question was asked in the questionnaire to
explore language learners’ preference for group composition. Three approaches were
given in the questionnaire: Random selection of group members by the teacher,
selection by students’ ability and allowing learners to choose their own groups. Since
the questionnaire revealed that the majority of learners reported that they considered
the students’ ability important, a question was asked in the interview to clarify this in
detail.
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5.3.4.1. Quantitative findings of group composition

5.3.4.1.1 Descriptive statistics for the ways of GW composition

Figure 10. Learners’ preference regarding
group composition
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As shown in Figure
10, grouping by
ability was favoured
by most learners
(33.5%), while 31.9%
of language learners
reported that they
liked the random
selection of groups,
and 24.5% of learners
reported that they
liked to choose their

own groups. Only .5% chose the ‘other’ category, so this category was excluded

from further analysis.

5.3.4.1.2. Differences between the lanquage learners’ proficiency level and preferred

group compositions

Differences between language learners’ level of ability in English and preferred

group compositions were considered using a Chi-Square test. The issue under

investigation was to find out whether beginners differed from the other two levels in

preference for the three ways of GW composition.
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Table 18. Cross-tabulation of the three levels of English (beginner, intermediate,
advanced) and preference for the three ways of group classification.

Preferred Way for Group Composition

Random Group by Students Total
selection by | students' choose their
teacher ability own group
Level of | Beginner Count 35 27
English 28 90
% within Preferred 60.3% 44.3%
Way for Group 62.2% 54.9%
Composition
% of Total 21.3% 16.5%
17.1% 54.9%
Intermediate | Count 17 22 15
54
% within Preferred 29.3% 36.1%
Way for Group 33.3% 32.9%
Composition
% of Total 10.4% 13.4%
9.1% 32.9%
Advanced Count 6 12
2 20
% within Preferred 10.3% 19.7%
Way for Group 4.4% 12.2%
Composition
% of Total 3.7% 7.3% 1.2%
12.2%
Total Count 58 61 45
164
% of Total 35.4% 37.2%
27.4% 100.0%

a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 5.49.

Table 18 presents the cross-tabulation for the differences in learners’ level of English
and preference for different ways of group composition. There were no significant
differences between students’ level of English and preference for different ways of
group composition, x2 (1, n=.164) = 7.96, p=.09.

To summarise, the findings revealed that the majority of learners preferred students’
language ability to be the main factor in group composition. It was expected to find
differences between learners at different levels of English and preference for the
three types of group composition. However, there were no differences between
students at different levels of competence (beginner, intermediate and advanced) and
preference for group composition. For more clarification, the interview data further
explains learners’ perceptions of the importance of students’ ability in relation to

group composition.
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5.3.4.2. Qualitative findings of perceived group composition

Due to the fact that the majority of learners reported that they preferred groups to be
formed based on students’ ability, a question was asked of students participating in
the follow-up interviews to explore further the perceptions of language learners on
student grouping by ability. Learners identified two ways of grouping: same ability
grouping and mixed ability grouping. The majority of interviewed learners preferred

to work in same ability groups, while others preferred mixed ability grouping.

5.3.4.2.1. Preference for same ability groupings

Some students seemed to prefer groups based on students’ similar levels of ability in
English, as they thought this may increase the opportunities for cooperative work. In
these students’ view, the group lends itself to stronger relationships if group
members have similar levels of ability. Other arguments put forward by students
included the fact that low ability students will not be dominated and will achieve
greater learning results if they are with members of the same or similar ability as
themselves. Also, students thought that ability-based groupings may help the teacher
judge the learners’ work more fairly. These views will be discussed in the following

section in detail with quotes from the interviewed learners.

Several students believed that working with students of same ability helps group
members to cooperate since they can share similar knowledge. They also said that
mixed ability groupings may lack cooperation since group members have distinct
knowledge in terms of vocabulary and grammatical skills, so GW may stand as a
barrier for low ability students to share their ideas with others. This may be because
low ability students may feel that they have less knowledge than others and they may
feel inferior in relation to their skills. One student, 1zza, said of this:

| prefer same ability grouping (...) because in the same ability groups
you can cooperate better with other members of the group, but in mixed
ability groups it is difficult to cooperate with higher or lower ability
students. For example, if you work with high ability students, you feel
embarrassed because you don’t have as much vocabulary as them. (Izza,
female, 26, Institution E).
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Learners perceived that the relationship between group members is the key to a
successful cooperative group. Many thought that the relationship between students in
same ability groups is stronger than in mixed ability groups. Thus, cooperative
learning may be more prevalent in same ability groupings. Some learners claimed
that in mixed ability groups, the high ability students may take over the tasks, so GW
may be less effective for some students. This is what two students, Waseem and
Meshary, had to say on this:

A good group will have students at the same or similar level of
(language) ability, they may help each other. If there is one member of
the group with higher level of language ability than other members, he or
she may do everything for them, and in this case the group will be less
successful ... There should not be great differences between students in
terms of their level of English; group members should have a similar
level of ability to enable them do work together.(Waseem male, 25,
Institution A).

There is a problem in groups if there are both high and low ability
students. High ability students take over the group and complete all
tasks. This may lead to less learning benefits for the low ability students.
But there is a positive effect if the teacher divides the class into groups
with same ability students, high ability students in one group and low
ability students in another group, so low ability students will try to do
their best to get to the higher level. (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).

Waseem and Meshary suggested that students may have more chances to work
cooperatively if the high and low ability students are separated in different groups.
They also suggested that the low ability students may achieve better if they work in

separate groups instead of mixing them with high ability students.

Furthermore, some learners believed that in mixed ability groupings the teacher may
not differentiate between students’ abilities within the group, which might discourage
learners from working with other members in the group. Fadwa explained that the
mixed ability group may frustrate her since the teacher may expect all group
members to achieve the same level and compare them with high ability students in
GW. Fadwa said:

| prefer all students to be of equal ability [in a group], because if there
are some students of a higher ability than others, the teacher asks us to
work at the level of the high ability students, and this may frustrate me.
(Fadwa, female, 34, Institution C).
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An interesting point is that some learners believed that competition should be
considered as a positive issue in same ability groups, since students seem motivated
to work cooperatively in order to achieve good results. In line with this, Meshary
said:

The teacher should organise groups by level of ability, if the teacher
distributes the group in this way, this may increase competition between
students and encourage them to work. (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).

To summarise, many students appeared to prefer to work in same ability groupings to
increase cooperative learning in GW, also it may strengthen the relationships
between group’s members. There appeared to be some perceived difficulties in
mixed ability groupings, particularly for low ability English students. However, some
students perceived that working in mixed ability groupings could be beneficial for

them, and the next section will elaborate on this issue.

5.3.4.2.2. Preference for mixed ability groupings

In comparison with the previous group, some students explained that they preferred
mixed ability groupings. Mixed ability groupings appeared to help learners
participate in more useful learning experiences with their peers, as well as giving

them opportunities to exchange knowledge with students of different abilities.

Many students stated that they have better opportunities to exchange knowledge and
ideas with others in the group if students they are working with vary in levels of
ability. They explained that mixed ability groupings may promote better learning
outcomes since high ability students can support students of lower ability. Further,
some students were of the opinion that a group will not make progress if its members
have similar levels of language ability. This is what two students had to say:

Mixed ability grouping has an important role. | prefer group members to
be of different ability [in English] because if they are at the same level,
the group will not be productive. If you have a group with same ability
students, you will not have much progress, but if you have students of
different abilities, they will differ in their ideas. (Reeman, female, 21,
Institution A).
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I prefer a mixed ability group because if I can’t understand something [
can find someone else in the group to explain it to me. (Razan, female,
15, Institution C).

Despite many learners suggesting that same ability groupings would be beneficial
especially for low ability English learners, some learners mentioned that being part
of a mixed ability group is useful for low ability students, as they can learn from
other knowledgeable learners. Jana explained:

In group work, higher ability students should work with lower ability
students, because this will help lower ability students. If we divide groups
so that two higher ability students work together and two lower ability
students work together, it won’t be good for either, because the lower
ability students cannot benefit from other lower ability students ...
although very low ability students should not work with high ability
students. The differences in students’ ability should not be too wide.
(Jana, female, 27, Institution D).

Despite this, many learners believed that mixed ability grouping is more beneficial
than same ability grouping. Some learners asserted that the differences in knowledge
and level of ability in English between students should not be too marked, as
considerable differences in knowledge may make it difficult for students to learn in
such a group. Waffia explained:

It is better to have different language abilities in a group. | have studied
in classes with mixed ability groups, and that was good for me, although
I do not like it when there are big differences between students. (Waffia,
Female, 27, Institution E).

A surprising point is that two students, Meyada and Mohannad, said that they
preferred to be in a group with students who are of lower language ability since this
gave them a chance to speak more and to practise more English. Also, they explained
that working with low ability students gave them a chance to do their work instead of
being dominated by high ability students, who could take over. Meyada and
Mohannad, respectively, explained:

| prefer to work with low ability students, because I do not like to depend

on other students. If I work with low ability students | will depend on
myself, and I also like the group to be mixed ability. (Meyada, female, 24,
Institution D).
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I like to work with students whose abilities are lower than my ability, it
gives me a chance to speak more. (Mohannad, male, 29, Institution C).

To sum up, many students believed that working in groups with mixed levels of
ability in English could help them gather varied knowledge from different learners
and improve their learning of English. They also explained that mixed ability
groupings could be beneficial for language learners and particularly for low

proficiency students.

5.3.4.3. Conclusion

This section has discussed learners’ perceptions on different types of group
composition. From the questionnaire results, it appears that the majority of learners
preferred the approach where students’ ability is taken into account when deciding
on group composition. The interview results explained further the differences of
learners’ views on ability based grouping. There were two different approaches: first,
some learners prefer same ability grouping as they think it increases cooperation
between learners and strengthens the relationship between learners. Second, some
learners prefer mixed ability grouping to be able to exchange knowledge with
learners at different levels of competence in English. Group task is another factor

that affects students’ learning in GW, and this factor will be explained next.

5.4. Group task

Tasks that group members are asked to work on are an important factor which can
affect group work in a considerable way. This section will look first at students’
preferences for different types of language tasks. Second, the perceived benefits of
group tasks will be presented, as emerging from the questionnaire results. Also,
students’ perceptions of the benefits of certain group tasks will be discussed. In the
final part, preferences for type of task, places to complete the task and the preferred
place for doing group tasks and the preferred ways of completing the task will be
discussed. Finally, the preference for the kind of task for which it would be useful to

be in groups will be discussed.
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5.4.1. Quantitative findings of preferred way of completing language tasks
A question was asked in the questionnaire to explore the learners’ preference for

completing language tasks in groups or individually.

5.4.1.1. Descriptive statistics for the way of completing the language task

Figure 11. Preferred way of completing
the task

As seen in Figure 11, it appears that the

majority of learners (53.2%) preferred to

complete a language task in groups,

Percentage

while 38.3% reported that they preferred

to complete tasks individually. Only

2.1% of learners reported being in the

‘other’ category, so this category is

Doing task Doing task
with group  individually

other

excluded from further analysis.
Ways of completing task

5.4.1.2. Differences between preference for individual/group task completion and

perceived motivation, perceived self-confidence in group interaction, perceived

opportunities to speak in English in GW and perceived improvement in English

language.
Previous research (Breen, 1987; Prabhu, 1987; Nunan, 1989) suggested that

communicative tasks promote the interaction among learners in order to achieve a

specific learning goal. Increasing the interaction in GW may impact on learners’
perceived motivation and perceived confidence in GW, as well as on the perceived
opportunities to speak English and the perceived improvement in English language.
Histograms for the four items included in the questionnaire ‘GW motivates students
to participate’ (Median= 1, Range=4), ‘GW provides more opportunities for students
to speak in English’ (Median=1, Range=4), ‘Students feel more confident when

interacting with other group members’ (Median=2, Range=4) and ‘GW help students
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improve their English’ (Median=1, Range=4) were inspected separately. Since the
data was skewed, a Mann-Whitney Test was seen as the most appropriate test.

Table 19. The mean rank of preference for ways of completing a task (with group
and individually) and the perceived motivation and confidence in group work,
opportunities for speaking in English and perceived improvement in English

Items Preferred way of Mean Sum of

completing tasks N  Rank Ranks

Group work motivates students to participate with Prefers doing tasks with = 94 74.01 6956.50

other learners in group group
Prefers doing tasks 69 92.89 6409.50
individually
Total 163

Group work help students improve their English Prefers doing tasks with = 93 74.73 6949.50

group
Prefers doing tasks 69 90.63 6253.50
individually

Total 162

Students feel more confident when interacting with  Prefers doing tasks with = 91 81.18 7387.00

other group members group
Prefers doing tasks 66 76.00 5016.00
individually
Total 157
Group work provides more opportunities for Prefers doing tasks with = 91 77.04 7010.50
students to speak English group
Prefers doing tasks 65 80.55 5235.50
individually
Total 156
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Table 20. The Mann-Whitney U values and the P values of different ways of
completing the task (with group and individually) and the perceived motivation and
confidence in group work, chances for speaking in English and the perceived
improvement in English language

Group work Group work Students feel more Group work provides
motivates help studentsto  confident when more opportunities for
students to improve their interacting with other | students to speak
participate in ~ English group members English
group
Mann-Whitney 2491.500 2578.500 2805.000 2824.500
U
z -3.036 -2.806 -.750 -.533
Asymp. Sig. .002 .005 454 594
(2-tailed)

As shown in Table 20, there were no significant differences between the preference
of the two ways of completing task (in group/individually) and the agreement with
the statements ‘GW provides more opportunities to speak English’ and “Students feel
more confident when interacting with other group members’ (U =2824.5, p= .59; U=
2805, p=.45, respectively). However, there were significant differences in
perceptions of improvement in English language (U= 2578.5, p=.005) and the
perceived motivation to participate in GW (U= 2491.5, p=.002) and preference for
the two ways of completing the task (in group/individually). The mean ranks are

presented in Table 19 and the value of Mann-Whitney test is presented in Table 20.

The mean ranks were low in relation to preference for doing tasks in groups and the
two items that showed significant differences ‘GW motivates students to participate
in the group” and ‘GW helps students to improve their English’. Thus, learners who
said they liked to do tasks individually also thought that motivation to participate and
improvement in English increase during GW. This means that although some
learners prefer to do the task individually, they also see the benefits of doing the task
in a group. It appears that these learners saw GW as useful to motivate them to
participate and help to improve in their language acquisition. Through the interviews,
preference for individual tasks was explored further and these results will be

presented next.
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5.4.2. Qualitative findings on preference for individual tasks

Some of the interviewed students explained that doing language tasks individually
gave them an opportunity to test their understanding, since they could apply what
they have learned. Some said that because the task was related to the lesson, it would
be easier to do it alone and would give them a chance to practise their skills:

I do not like to do tasks in group work, because the tasks are usually easy
and related to the lesson; it is impossible to get them wrong. You can
also apply all that you have learned by yourself. (Lola, female, 19,
Institution D).

1 think tasks should be individual; group tasks wouldn’t be good for me,

because if I did not do the tasks by myself, I wouldn’t practise what 1

have learnt .... If the task is with a group, I prefer listening exercises,

because you listen to the English pronunciation. (Hisham, male, 22,

Institution C).
Meshary saw that task as a small activity that should not be done in groups as is the
case in group projects. He said that if students had to do group tasks, they should be
done in the classroom, under the teacher’s supervision since some students may not
participate when doing group tasks and depend on other members. He asserted that
group tasks would be good if there was genuine cooperation between group
members, and explained:

I think tasks should not be a group activity, but if it is a project, it’s good

to do it in group, because some students do not participate in tasks and

others do everything. I mean if we have to do the group task in class, it’s

fine, because the teacher will watch us, but if we have to do it outside

class or at home, it’s not good at all, because out Of class, some students

will work on the task and others will rely on other people’s efforts, so

there is no cooperation. (Meshary, male, 20, Institution A).
To summarise, the findings revealed that there were two main reasons why some
students showed a preference for individual tasks. Firstly, learners preferred to apply
what they learnt individually to make sure they understood things and could apply
new knowledge in practice. Secondly, learners did not seem to like to complete tasks
in groups since they could not be sure that all group members would work
cooperatively to complete the task. However, the majority of learners reported that
they preferred to do tasks in groups. The benefits and the positive effects of group

tasks will be discussed next.
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5.4.2. Quantitative findings on the benefits of group tasks

Previous literature (See Chapter 2: Literature review, Section 2.7.) has helped
identify possible benefits of group tasks. Thus, five possible benefits were listed in
the questionnaire to rate the important benefits of group tasks. The descriptive
statistics for learners’ views of group tasks will be presented. Also, the interview

results for the perceived benefits of GW will be discussed later.

5.4.2.1. Descriptive statistics for the benefits of group tasks

It appears from Figure 12 that the highest percentage of learners reported that the
main benefit of group tasks is that it helps learners learn the English language
(36.2%); while others reported the main benefits as: practising English (35.1%),
increasing general knowledge (31.9%), creating an interesting environment (29.8%)

and, finally, getting help in completing tasks (26.1%).

Figure 12. Perceived benefits of group tasks
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5.4.3. Qualitative findings of the benefits of group tasks

Many learners explained that doing group tasks gave them a chance to share their
ideas with other students. They also explained that doing a task in a group allows
them to help each other to complete the task, since every member of the group could
participate. They also explained that group tasks helped them understand the task
better, since they could ask other students for clarification. Waseem mentioned that
group tasks helped him improve a range of language skills; while Jeyan explained
that group tasks facilitate learning and result in improved English. These are some of
the extracts that illustrate the points made:

I cannot do some of the tasks by myself. I do them with my group in class
to make sure | get the right answers... | remember that | did a task with
my group where | did not know many of the answers, but because we
were in a group, we completed all the answers together. (Reeman,
female, 21, Institution A).

I find it very useful to do tasks with others, sometimes | ask others, how
did you do that? Why did you do it in this way? So I will get lots of
knowledge through working within a group. (Mohannd, male, 29,
Institution C).

| think group tasks help me learn while | discuss the task with my
friends, and to be honest I do not like tasks at all, but within a group, we
can discuss a task and | feel | improve my English while doing this
(Jeyan, female, 15, Institution C).

Despite the fact that some learners claimed that the language tasks are easy and
should be done individually, other learners suggested that while some tasks may be
too difficult for many students to do alone, if done in a group, they become more
accessible. This is what two students, Mazen and Razan, said:

Group work is useful for me, but I don’t like tasks ... I think the more
difficult tasks should be done in a group, as students can help each other
if anyone doesn’t understand ... I think the conversations we have when
discussing tasks are good for me.(Mazen, male,19, Institution D).

Sometimes we do group tasks, and it is good because it helps me
understand how | can do the task. If there was no support from the
group, I sometimes wouldn’t know how to do the task. (Razan, female,
15, Institution C).
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To summarise, the perceived benefits of group tasks were, in order of perceived
importance, as follows: help to learn the English language, more opportunities for
practising English, increased general knowledge, an interesting learning environment
and more opportunities to get help in completing tasks. The interview data revealed
that many students believed that doing language tasks in groups could help them

understand things better when other students can help.

5.4.4. Quantitative findings on task settings and ways of doing group tasks

Students can often be asked to complete tasks in different settings, such as the class,
at home or in the school library. Also, the way in which groups approach a task may
differ from dividing a task into smaller activities completed by individual learners, to
a group effort in completing the task. The setting and the techniques used in doing
group tasks could affect student motivation and cooperation. For this purpose, a
question was asked in the questionnaire to explore the preferred setting when doing
group tasks of the language learners in this study. Also, another question was asked
to explore the technique that language learners liked to follow when they were

working on group tasks.

5.4.4.1. Descriptive statistics of learners’ preferences for the setting of group tasks

Figure 13. Preferred setting in which
to complete group tasks

As summarised in Fig 13, the majority of
learners (44.7%) reported that they

preferred to complete tasks in the

classroom, while only very few learners
(3.2%) reported that they preferred to
complete tasks outside the classroom.

Also, a small percentage of the learners
(6.4%) reported that they preferred to
start a task in the classroom and finish it

outside the classroom, and an even

smaller percentage of learners (.5%)
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reported being in the ‘other’ category, so this category was excluded from further

analysis.

5.4.4.2. Differences in the preference for the setting of group tasks, and learners’

perceptions of the motivation to participate in GW and the importance of group task

The three different ways of doing group tasks and their impact on the perceived
motivation of learners to participate in GW and the perceived importance of group
tasks were considered using a Kruskal-Wallis Test since the two items were skewed.
The issue under investigation was to find out whether the differences in learners’
perceptions of the setting for the group task affected the learners’ perceptions of their
motivation to participate and the perceived importance of the group task.

It was expected that the preference for the setting of group tasks may affect the
perceived motivation to participate in GW (Median=1, Range=4), and the perceived
importance of doing the task in group (Median=1, Range=3). However, a Kruskal-
Wallis Test revealed no significant differences between different preferences for
settings and the perceived motivation to participate (x2=5.742, df =2, p=.057) and the
perceived importance of group tasks (x?=1.056, df=2, p=.59) for a two-tailed test.

To sum up, the findings showed that most language learners preferred to complete
group tasks in the classroom. However, there were no differences between the
preferred settings for group tasks and the perceived motivation to participate and
perceived importance of the group task. .
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5.4.4.3. Descriptive statistics for the learners’ preferences on the method for

completing group task

A specific question was asked in the questionnaire to explore the preferred method

approaching a task that learners like to apply when they completed group tasks.

Figure 14. Preferred way of completing group tasks

As shown in Fig.
14, the highest

percentage  of

; 30 complete individually learners (30.9%)
ercentage
20
reported that
10 M Classifying group in to thev liked to do
two sub-groups and y
each one works on tasks together as

their half of the task . .
one unit, while

2 Doing the task 11.2%

. of
together as one unit

learners reported
L that they liked to

be split into two sub-groups and have each one work on their half of the task. Only

10.1% of learners reported that they liked to choose a specific part of the task to
complete individually.

5.4.4.4. Differences between students’ preference for different methods of completing

tasks and perceived benefits of GW

Differences between the preferred ways of completing group tasks and perceived
benefits of GW were summarised in the following items in the questionnaire: ‘GW
increases students’ motivation to participate’, ‘GW helps learners exchange
knowledge’, ‘GW allows students to help each other’, and ‘GW allows learners to be
more responsible’. These were considered using a Kruskal-Wallis Test since the
variables did not meet the assumption. The issue under examination is whether the
preferred way of completing a task in GW affects students’ perceptions of these
benefits.
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It was expected that there would be differences of learners’ perception between the
preferred ways of doing a task and learners’ perception to the following items in the
questionnaire: ‘GW increases students’ motivation to participate (Median=1,
Range=4), ‘GW helps learners to exchange knowledge’ (Median=2, Range=4), ‘GW
allows students to help each other’ (Median=2, Range=4) and < GW allows learners
to be more responsible’ (Median=2, Range=4). Results showed no significant
differences of learners’ perception of different way of doing task and these items:
‘GW increases students’ motivation to participate’ (x2=.712, p=.701), ‘GW helps
learners to exchange knowledge’ (x2=4.739, p=.09), ‘GW allows students to help
each other’ (x?=2.712, p=.26).

The interesting point is that there were significant differences in learners’ perception
relating to the item ‘GW allows learners to be more responsible’ (x2= 7.020, p=.03).
For this item, it seemed that mean rank in relation to the method of ‘dividing the
group into two sub-groups and giving each one responsibility for half of the task’
was higher (Mean rank =57) than in the other two methods: ‘everyone chooses a
specific part to complete individually’ (Mean rank=48.53) and ‘completing the task
together as one unit’ (Mean rank=39.86). Thus, learners’ who reported that they
prefer the way of dividing the group into two smaller groups and making each half
responsible for part of the task, they also reported that learners feel more responsible

for their learning in GW.

To sum up, the findings indicated that the majority of language learners preferred to
work on group tasks together as one unit rather than divide the group into two sub-
groups or allow every member to choose a specific part to complete. However, from
the learners’ perception, the responsibility of GW could increase by dividing the
group into two smaller groups and asking each group to work on their half of the
task. Another important point is that it seems that being in a group is more beneficial
for certain types of language tasks than others. The next section will discuss the

preference the language learners expressed for the types of tasks they do in groups.
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5.4.5. Qualitative findings on preference for the type of group task

From the interview results, many students suggested that there were certain types of
tasks that were better completed in groups. The majority of learners found that
conversation tasks were the most useful type of task to be completed in groups, since
this could help students practise English with others. Alternatively, some of the
learners found that doing writing in groups was beneficial, because all group
members can share ideas before writing the task. This section will discuss the

reasons for learners’ preferences for conversational and writing tasks in GW.

The majority of learners explained that the most useful tasks to be completed in a
group activity were conversation-based tasks. They explained that on any other skill
people can work individually to improve their English, while speaking can only be
practised with others. In addition, speaking in GW allows learners sufficient time to
practice with other group members. Some learners believed that not all students had
a chance to speak in class if GW was not used. Two examples of students’ views
follow below:

The important thing for me in a group is the conversation aspect, as it is
impossible to do conversation by myself, while I can probably study
grammar by myself. Once the teacher divided the class into pairs, and
asked us to speak with our partner first , then we had to switch and speak
to another student. This was really useful because during the two hours
of the class time, | spoke a lot and | learnt a lot from others (Aleem,
Male, 24, Institution A).

I think that if | practise speaking by myself, | will get bored, and there is
nothing to help me improve unlike in a GW situation, where learners help
each other to develop their speaking skills. Also, I don’t see any benefit
in the whole class speaking activity, since there is only a small chance of
me speaking, (Lola, female, 19, Institution D).

Other students mentioned that one other advantage of a conversation task is the
opportunity to exchange knowledge and experiences with other learners. During the
conversation tasks in GW, learners often realise their mistakes from the feedback of
other students, who also help them learn how to correct them. Some students said
that doing conversation tasks in a group helped them learn more about sentence
structure and new vocabulary. They believed that speaking in a group helped them

learn better, as well as improving their speaking skills. Zezo and Abed explained:
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I think the conversation task must be in group, because the group
members can exchange knowledge and ideas and learn lots of things
from others. (Zezo, male, 30, Institution A).

I like conversation tasks, because it helps me a lot when | speak in a

group with other students; it helps improve my speaking, as well as

learning from others.(Abed, male, 26, Institution A).
On the other hand, some learners suggested that doing writing tasks in GW was
useful when learning English. Learners mentioned that writing in a group helped
them improve their own writing by helping their peers in the group. They also
suggested that learners may improve other skills such as speaking when they write in
a group, since they may discuss a task before starting to do any piece of writing.
Meshary explained that doing writing tasks in a group could help students later on in
writing good essays, while Razan said that she improved her writing by getting help
from others:

| prefer writing tasks, | like it when every member suggests ideas and we
write an essay together. When groups do writing together, there will be
lots of information and ideas, so you can write a good essay. (Meshary,
male, 20, Institution A).

| prefer reading and writing tasks. | have improved in writing because |
often help my friends in the group in writing tasks. It is good because we
all participate in tasks and | help my friends. (Razan, female, 15,
Institution C).

To sum up, it seems that many learners prefer speaking tasks to be done in groups
since this gives them increased opportunities to practice English. Some learners
believed that conversation tasks could help them improve their speaking skills. On
the other hand, some students believed that it is also useful to do writing tasks in
groups as it helps them improve their writing skills as well as other skills such as

speaking, since students could discuss what they would write beforehand.

5.5. Conclusion

This chapter has presented students’ views on the significant factors that affect
learning in GW. The learners’ preference for the teacher’s roles while they work in
groups was explained first. The quantitative results indicated that many learners

preferred the teacher to listen to groups and monitor learning, and the qualitative
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results explained in more depth learners’ perceptions on the specific roles of the
teacher in GW. Then, the results on students’ views on the dynamics of GW were
presented. There were three concepts related to the group dynamics. These were: the
students’ role and behaviour in GW, group size, and group composition. The data on
students’ perceived roles and behaviours indicated that many language learners like
to contribute in GW. There was a small positive relationship between the positive
behaviour of learners and perceived improvement in English. This result means that
positive behaviour in GW could help learners improve their language skills. The
qualitative results explained the effect of the perceived negative behaviours in GW.
The results on preference for group size indicated that the majority of learners like to
work in medium-sized groups. There was a significant difference between preference
between the three sizes of GW and perceived improvement in language. It was found
that the learners who reported preference for medium-sized groups also reported an
improvement in language. The results on preference for group composition indicated
that the majority of learners prefer the students’ ability to be taken into account in
group composition. The qualitative results showed that some learners preferred same
ability groupings while other learners preferred mixed ability groupings. Group task
was the last important factor that was discussed. The results on the preference for
group task indicated that the majority of learners preferred to complete language
tasks in groups. Many of them preferred to work on group tasks in the classroom
rather than outside the classroom. Despite the fact that many learners preferred to
work on group tasks as one unit, it seemed that dividing the groups into two smaller
groups and having each group complete a specific part of the task helps learners to be
more responsible in GW. Finally, the qualitative results for the preference for type of
tasks that learners liked to complete in GW were explained. Many of the learners
preferred conversation tasks to be done in groups, while some of them liked to work

in groups on writing tasks.
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CHAPTER 6

OVERALL RESEARCH FINDINGS AND
DISCUSSION

6.1. Overview

In this chapter, the research findings as they emerged from the data analysis are
discussed. The discussion considers to what extent the findings from the data answer
the research questions, as well as whether or not they support previous research.
From the data, it was possible to deduce seven major findings and these are initially
listed with their corresponding sub-findings. Then, the findings have been
summarised in direct relation to the research questions. Discussion of the major and

main findings will be presented later in this chapter.

6.2. Research findings

Question 1:

(A): What are the explicit benefits that Saudi EFL learners identify in relation to
group work?

(B): What are the perceived impacts of these benefits on students’ learning?

Finding 1: Language learners identified significant cognitive and emotional
benefits that affect learning in GW. Language learners explained the positive
impact of the identified benefits on their attitudes to learning in GW. There
were positive relationships between some of the perceived GW benefits and self-
declared of practice English and perceived improvement in students’ English

language skills.
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Question 2:
(A): What are the difficulties of group work that Saudi EFL learners identify in the
learning context?

(B): How are these difficulties perceived by Saudi EFL learners?

Finding 2: Language learners identified important difficulties of GW that
related to learning and emotional issues. Language learners explained the
negative impact of these difficulties on their attitudes to learning in GW and on

their achievement in learning the English language.

Question 3:
(A): What are the factors that students identify as significant in learning in groups?

(B): How are these factors perceived by Saudi EFL learners?

Finding 3: Language learners perceived that listening to students and
monitoring learning is the ideal role for the teacher when students are involved
in GW learning. Learners clarified some important roles of the teacher when

students work in groups. These were: supervisor, assistant and bystander.

Finding 4: The majority of the learners considered their role in GW as
contributing actively to the group. Language learners thought that students’
behaviour in GW affects the group dynamics. It seems that positive behaviour
in GW helps learners to improve their English. Learners explained the negative
impact of undesirable behaviours from other group members on their own

learning and motivation.

Finding 5: The majority of the language learners thought that a medium-sized
group (4-5 learners) is the ideal size for successful GW. There was a positive
relationship between preference for medium sized groups and perceived

improvement in English.
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Finding 6: The majority of the learners seemed to prefer an approach where
students’ ability is taken into account when deciding on group composition.
Learners explained their preference for this ability-based approach. There
appeared to be two different views, one in which learners preferred same ability

grouping and another in which learners prefer mixed ability grouping.

Finding 7: The majority of the learners preferred doing language tasks in GW.
Language learners identified the significant benefits of group tasks and gave
clear reasons for their preference. The classroom was the preferred place for
doing group tasks. Learners perceived that doing group tasks in the group as a
whole is the ideal technique for task completion. Conversational and writing
tasks were perceived as the most important types of task that should be

completed in groups.

6.3. Discussion of the findings

Finding 1: Language learners identified significant cognitive and emotional
benefits that affect learning in GW. Language learners explained the positive
impact of the identified benefits on their attitudes to learning in GW. There
were positive relationships between some of the perceived GW benefits and self-
declared of practice English and perceived improvement in students’ English
language skills.

Finding 1 revealed that several students perceived that GW had clear benefits for
learning a foreign language. Getting help in learning and asking others for
clarification were perceived as the most important benefits of GW for learning.
These benefits seemed to increase individual learners’ interaction with other
members. This finding is in line with previous research. Hertz-Lazarowitz (1989)
found that cooperation and helping or explaining to another learner in response to the
other learner’s need for help are considered as essential behaviours for peer
interaction and problem-solving. Learners explained that more interaction could help
them be aware of their mistakes since they may get feedback from others. Thus, GW
helps students develop their accuracy in the target language. This result could
support previous research (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996; Pica, 1994) on the interaction
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hypothesis in L2 acquisition, which suggests that interaction in the classroom may
help language learners get the appropriate feedback to enable them to identify
grammatical errors and drive them to produce accurate utterances in the target

language.

It appears also that group interaction helps learners increase their knowledge by
asking other members for clarifications, if needed. As Long (1983) explained, the
most important way for language learners to increase their input is by interactional
adjustment, i.e. asking others to clarify problem utterances, through which other
learners provide repetition, elaboration and simplification of the original utterances.
Also, other previous studies (Gass and Varonis, 1985; Doughty and Pica, 1986)
found that successful interaction helps learners acquire new forms of the target
language. Therefore, receiving help from other learners in GW helps them interact
with each other. Learners in this study were of the opinion that group interaction
helped them improve their English language skills.

One other important finding is that since it was not easy for most students to ask the
teacher for clarification, many of them preferred working in groups in order to have
an opportunity to ask other students to facilitate their understanding. They considered
‘facilitating understanding’ as very beneficial and a clear outcome of GW. A possible
explanation of this can be found in previous research (Damon, 1984; Bejarano,
1987), which showed that in group interaction: students may speak at a level that
other students can understand; students can confront each other and try to resolve any
disagreements; students can get feedback from other students and can accept more
easily corrections from other students. All of these findings play a role in the
effectiveness of collaborative work in groups. Another possible reason for learners’
preference for GW is that some students may feel anxious in teacher-led situations,
which may prevent them from asking the teacher to repeat things to clarify their
understanding. This study revealed that most students feel comfortable in situations
which may enable them to get help from their colleagues in the classroom. An
additional reason for preferring GW is that learners can add more knowledge and

understand better when they listen to other learners asking questions and answers
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that they receive from other group members. Thus, GW may help students improve
their understanding of the information heard from other learners.

It seems also that, in GW, students scaffold each other in order to achieve the
required knowledge for learning the target language. Vygotsky explained the
meaning of scaffolding, in which an adult scaffolds a child’s learning to facilitate the
cognitive process by providing help to facilitate understanding or a task. Vygotsky
(1978: 128) asserted his perspective of cooperative learning and points out that
children need to interact with able members who are familiar with their level of
understanding and can provide support to get them to the next level of cognitive
development. This assistance is referred in the literature as “scaffolding”. In research
on GW, Donato (1988) investigated what “collective scaffolding” means when
learners work in groups. In “collective scaffolding”, there is no identified expert
between the group members: all members scaffold their resolution to the problems
which they encounter in the language.

It appears that Vygotsky’s theory is applicable to the use of GW in EFL learning,
since learners need to go through similar processes of scaffolding which help them
learn English as they learnt their first language. In this context, GW seems to help
learners learn English in a natural way, as it allows them to scaffold each other to
develop the cognitive functions for learning the target language. Further, findings of
the current study revealed that scaffolding in GW helps some students cope better
with the difficulties of learning a foreign language, since groups’ members work
cooperatively to solve their learning problems. This finding is in line with previous
work (McDonell, 1992), which found that cooperative work is the appropriate
approach in the second language classroom, since students can help each other solve
the problems they encounter.

Another interesting result is that individual group members’ familiarity with other
members’ misunderstandings of specific aspects in the target language often results
in swapping assistance when learning in groups, i.e. students help other learners with

specific language issues, as well as receiving help with issues that they are not
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familiar with. Consequently, both parties could benefit from the process, as helpers
may improve in the target language through their teaching and explanation for other
members (Lier, 1996; Allwright, 1984) and people who need help will receive the
required assistance and solve their learning problems. This seems to be in agreement
with previous research (Brown & Palinscar, 1989), which found that, in group
settings, students become usually familiar with each other’s misunderstandings and
they are able to explain concepts in a comprehensible way, so students can often
introduce effective scaffolding to their colleagues. Specifically, they may be mainly
able to offer assistance which is at the right level, rather than assistance that is far
from the learners’ understanding or assistance that is not needed. This indicates that
giving and receiving explanations works as an essential component of scaffolding in
GW (Webba and Mastergeorgeb, 2003).

A further important benefit of GW as emerging from this study is that it helps
language learners stay focussed during group interaction. It seems that GW helps
language learners to recover the acquired knowledge when they need it. There are
some possible reasons that learners are focussed during GW. The first possible
reason is that groups are composed of a limited number of students, so it could be
easier for some learners to retain the information shared by their colleagues and
remember what they heard from other group members. The second possible reason
may be the close relationship between group members, as was explained by some
learners. It seems that individuals’ concentration may increase in cohesive groups,
because members create a successful interactional setting. This is in line with
previous studies (Dornyei and Murphey, 2003), which found that the positive
interdependence among all group mates encourages them to help each other and put
more effort to achieve group success. They also noticed that students in a cohesive
group have a strong relationship which helps them exchange and share their
thoughts, participate and talk more, and work easily with each other. Another
possible explanation for staying more focussed in GW is that all participants need to
be prepared to talk in a group, since the turn to talk will change more often from
member to member. This is in contrast with the teacher-centred approach, where the

teacher talks most of time and there is little chance for students to have a turn.
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Adding to the previous benefits, GW introduces more opportunities for students to
practise English with others learners. This result supports Foster’s claim (1998) that
GW is beneficial for language acquisition because students learn and practice the
language in a less threatening environment and the group encourages them to
produce output and acquire input through interaction. A study by Swain (1995) found
that producing more output in the target language helps the language learners to
notice the accurate form of the target language, assess their own use of the language
and reflect on their learning of the language. It seems that GW helps students
produce more output and reproduce more accurate forms since they notice their own
language skills (Swain, 1995) and this could help them to make more progress in the
English language. Another important point from the current study is that language
learners identified that GW maximises the time in the classroom in which many
students can engage in group conversation, as shown also by previous research (Long
and Porter, 1985). This means that GW creates more chances and sufficient time for

language learners to practise English with their colleagues.

In connection with the previous benefit, there was a positive relationship in the data
between declared frequency of practising English and GW seen as introducing more
opportunities for learners to speak English. Additionally, some of the language
learners explained that communication and practising English with group members
helped them speak in the wider social environment outside the class with non-native
speakers. It seems that GW offers chances for students to prepare themselves to
communicate in a wider social environment. Thus, it appears that language learners
use both modified interaction which helps them achieve a communicative goal in
foreign language situations, and social interaction which helps them be good
communicators in any social setting (Bejarano, 1997).

A further important finding that deserves consideration is the emotional benefit to
learners of GW. Motivation was perceived as the most significant emotional benefit
of GW. The findings revealed that there are several factors which help students to be

motivated in GW. The first factor is that there is competition in GW, in which all
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members try to do their best to contribute to the group success. Thus, it seems that
the competitive atmosphere could result in increasing the motivation in GW. This is
seen as a positive factor, since language learners’ responsibility for learning may be
enhanced if the motivation is increased in GW. A previous study by Cheng (2006)
found that GW seems to motivate many learners to work hard and be responsible in
their learning. The second possible factor is that, as some students stated, the method
used to assess students’ work could motivate students to work cooperatively.
Language learners differed in their views with regard to GW assessment, some of
them thought that assessment should b done individually for every group member
and others thought that assessment should be as one unit for all group members. Both
of these methods, as learners also noticed, affect positively and negatively on the
way the group members work together. Martinez et al., (2002) found that it is
important to investigate students’ attitudes with regard to GW assessment, since
attitudes play an important role in group success. Thus, it seems useful for teachers
to take into consideration students’ perceptions of different types of group

assessment (individual or as one unit) in order to promote motivation in GW.

Language learners explained that GW helps students of lower ability since they often
needed other learners to support their learning and motivate them to work
cooperatively. This result is in agreement with Ghaith and Yaghi’s findings (1998)
that low ability students benefit more from cooperative learning than high-achievers.
Thus, it seems that cooperative learning in GW could lead to increased student
motivation in EFL. In the current study, there was a positive relationship between the
motivation to participate in GW and the perceived confidence in group interaction.
Also, there were a positive relationship between the perceived motivation to

participate, perceived confidence to interact and perceived improvement in English.

Another interesting finding is that GW appears to make the learning environment
more enjoyable for language learners. It appears that the different activities in GW
are possibly an aspect that makes students enjoy their learning more. Another
possible explanation is that GW helps students make new friends and build new

social relationships with their group members. Further, the slightly competitive
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atmosphere may make students enjoy the learning more. This means that a pleasant
environment in EFL classrooms may impact positively on academic achievement.
This result could support a previous study by Martinez et al. (2002) which
investigated students’ perceptions of GW and the results indicated a positive
relationship between degree of preference for GW, enjoyment of GW activities and

academic results.

In general, this first finding of the study showed that language learners found GW
as a beneficial activity in learning EFL. The results of the benefits of GW seem to
be in agreement with previous studies. A study by Garrett & Shortall (2002) found
that GW could: increase the shared help between students; allow them to practise
more the language; increase concentration in learners and engagement with the
interaction sitting; reduce anxiety for language learners. Another study by
McDonough (2004), which investigated learner-learner interaction through pair and
group work in a Thai EFL context, found that several students said that talking to
others was helpful for them to learn English. The reasons they gave varied: some
indicated that talking to others would help them because their friends could explain
what the teacher said; others indicated that it was good to practise oral English; yet
another group said that GW was useful for learning vocabulary and grammar.
Finally, according to McDonough (2004) pair and small group activities produce
learning opportunities through various interactional aspects that occur when

learners engage communicatively with other learners in the classroom.

Finding 2: Language learners identified specific difficulties of GW that related
to learning and emotional issues. Language learners explained the negative
impact of these difficulties on their attitudes to learning in GW and on their
achievement in learning the English language.

There appears to be several learning-related and emotional barriers for language
learners when involved in GW. Language learners expressed negative views of GW
if they felt learning was not achieved. Thus, some of the language learners explained
that GW was a waste of time if they spent time working with others without gaining

any benefits for their own learning. One possible scenario related to those students
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who may be working in mixed ability groupings, where the low ability students may
ask many questions to clarify their understanding. Therefore, too many questions
might annoy some group members, as this may decrease their chance to participate.
Another important point is that learners expressed their negative feelings towards
other group members who talked about topics unrelated to the group task. This
seemed to be viewed as wasting group time, as well as disrupting other members’
comprehension. However, there was a small positive relationship in the questionnaire
data between students believing to have more opportunities to speak English in GW,
and the agreement with the statement that ‘GW is a waste of time’. This result could
reveal that although some learners saw GW as ‘a waste of time’ occasionally, they

also saw it as beneficial, as it gave them more opportunities to speak English.

Another point is that some of the language learners perceived that large groups could
cause difficulties in learning. Two possible reasons could explain this barrier. First,
in a large group, learners felt they did not have enough chances to participate and
practise the target language with their group members. Second, the competition
between learners may increase as some members try to do more than other members,
which may result in uncooperative work. A possible negative result of competition in
GW is that the success of the high achievers in the group may result in decreased
chances for the low ability students. It seems that competition can be positive if it is
between different groups, as this seems to help individuals’ motivation and
achievements. Competition could be also negative, if it is between members of the
same group, as it reduces the cooperation and the support that learners give each

other in normal circumstances.

A final potential disadvantage of GW is that a certain level of anxiety in GW may
result in lack of cooperation between group members. It appears from the data that
some language learners do not like to work in groups where certain individuals feel
shy and do not participate. A possible reason is that students of low proficiency in
the target language may feel less confident to contribute to the group. Also, if these
shy learners were working in a rather large group, the group size may be a barrier for

them to communicate with others. The findings also show that there are potential
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negative effects to being part of a group in which some members feel anxious. Group
members may face difficulties in understanding the needs of these shy students. They
may be ignored since they do not contribute much. A further point is that language
learners of low ability may speak in their native language rather than using the target
language, since it may be easier for group interaction and their own understanding.
This could irritate some of the more advanced language learners, as they explained,
as speaking in Arabic may be seen as detracting from their academic achievement in

English.

Finding 3: Language learners perceived that listening to students and
monitoring learning is the ideal role for the teacher when students are involved
in GW learning. Learners clarified some important roles of the teacher when
students work in groups. These were: supervisor, assistant and bystander.

Despite the diversity of students’ perceptions on the teacher roles in GW, the results
from the questionnaire and the interview data indicated that learners perceived the
supervisory role of the teacher as essential. During the interviews, language learners
expressed their willingness to work with other members of the group, but they
thought they needed the teacher to monitor their learning and guide them if the group
was not heading in the right direction with an activity. Language learners believed
that GW is more beneficial if the teacher works as a supervisor and guides their

learning when needed.

An explanation for the learners’ preference for the teacher to act as supervisor is that
students need to be clear and certain of their work heading in the right direction.
Teachers can rectify misunderstandings, confusions, and contradictions during an
activity, which means that successful cooperative work is more likely to be achieved.
Previous studies support this finding. Johnson and Johnson (1990) suggested that
teachers should observe groups to supervise the cooperative process for learning to
take place. Another study by Thomas (2005) suggested that teachers should listen to
groups to make sure that pupils understand the topic and follow the instructions

given.
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Another important role for the teacher as identified by learners is that of an assistant
for learners when they are involved in GW. From the questionnaire data, it emerged
that many learners perceived that one other teacher’s role is to participate as an equal
with the group members in an activity. It seemed that learners believed that teachers
can help their learning in GW when doing this. From the interview data, many
learners expressed their preference for the teacher to play a facilitating role and help
them complete the group activity. Learners believed that having the teacher play this
role may be useful for them, as the teacher will be present in case they needed help.
This is in agreement with previous studies. Thanh (2008) suggested that the teacher’s
role in cooperative learning changes from ‘knowledge transmitter’ to ‘knowledge
assistant’. Hertz-Lazarowitz and Shachar (1990) found that there were differences
between teacher input in cooperative learning and in whole class instruction. They
found that teachers increase the positive instructional behaviours in cooperative
learning, such as encouraging students to work with each other and helping students
to discuss things well.

In connection with the previous result, it was interesting to find that some learners
considered that teachers should help groups mainly in some types of tasks, such as
writing tasks. However, they showed their unwillingness to work on conversational
tasks under the supervision of the teacher. An explanation for this is that language
learners may need the teacher’s expertise to support their writing skills, while when
practising speaking with other students; they need more freedom and a more relaxed

environment to engage in conversation.

A small percentage of students saw the ideal role for the teacher when students are
involved in GW as being ‘a guide on the side’. In the interviews, these learners said
that they needed to work with other students in a more relaxed environment, since
this makes them more confident to participate in GW. Thus, having the teacher away
when they are working with other members may reduce the difficulties and anxieties

in group interaction.
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Another point made by these students is that teachers should leave groups and check
their work when they finish to see how things are progressing, to give suggestions,
and to answer the students’ questions. This allows learners to work by themselves
and encourages them to make an effort to solve learning difficulties between
themselves rather than rely on the teacher for help. This may increase students’

autonomy and make them more responsible for their learning (Richards, 2006).

Finding 4. The majority of the learners considered their role in GW as
contributing actively to the group. Language learners thought that students’
behaviour in GW affects the group dynamics. It seems that positive behaviour
in GW helps learners to improve their English. Learners explained the negative
impact of undesirable behaviours from other group members on their own
learning and motivation.

Another important finding emerging from the data is that students’ own roles and
behaviours in GW can affect the group dynamics. Certain positive behaviours from
the group members can promote cooperative learning. From the questionnaire data, it
appears that a high percentage of students perceived that their role was to contribute
to GW whenever they had a chance to do so. There was a positive relationship
between the perceived positive role of students and how behaviours of others were
seen in groups, and perceived improvement in English. It seems that most of the
language learners involved in the study were willing to contribute to GW and adopt

positive roles and behaviours in GW.

Despite the high percentage of students who reported that GW affects the learners’
behaviour positively, there was a small percentage of learners who reported that GW
affected learners’ behaviour negatively. In interviews, learners explained the
negative effect on the group dynamics of someone who adopts a passive role in the
group. They explained that the unwillingness from some learners to contribute in
GW may lead to uncooperative learning, as well as the emergence of negative
patterns of interaction, in which learners do not interact much. Another passive role
is the dependency of some learners on other group members. This may lead to lack

of willingness to cooperate in group and to unfair workloads for some group
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members, who are more conscientious and want the group to do well. Finally,
another negative role, as some learners explained, is the dominancy of the group by
some individuals, who would take over the activity. This can also result in

uncooperativeness, as the dominant learners do not allow the others to contribute.

There are several possible reasons to explain the above findings. First, those
uncooperative learners who tended to adopt a more passive role in GW may not be
motivated enough in learning. Richards (2006) found that motivation may increase in
cooperative learning because it promotes individual responsibility, making it more
likely for students to depend on other members. However, in the current study there
was no significant correlation between different perceived roles adopted by students
and perceived increase in motivation to participate in GW. Another possible reason
for the negative views of GW expressed by some learners could be that those
learners had experience of working in non-cohesive groups, in which there were no
positive relationships between group members. Previous studies are in line with this
result (Evans & Dion, 1991; Dornyei & Murphey, 2003); they found that there was a
positive relationship between the cohesiveness of groups and the productivity of
GW. They also found that members in cohesive groups tend to participate more and
cooperate better with each other. Furthermore, another study (Clement et al., 1994)
found that group cohesion helps increase L2 learners’ motivation and interaction in

the classroom.

The results of this study on the importance of students’ roles and behaviours in GW
seem in agreement with the findings of Storch (2002), who investigated the nature of
pair interaction in an adult ESL classroom. Storch explored the dynamic of pair work
and how students’ behaviour affects positively and negatively the interaction and its
outcomes. The findings revealed that there were four patterns of pair interaction:
collaborative, dominant/dominant, dominant/passive, and expert/novice. Two of
these patterns: collaborative and expert/novice, showed knowledge transference.
However, the pattern of dominant/dominant showed no transfer of knowledge and

the pattern of dominant/passive showed missed opportunities in learning.
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The findings from the data presented here revealed that several learners were not
expecting to gain any benefits from GW, if the group dynamics did not work well.
Thus, it seems that assigning a role for each group member is very important for
achieving successful GW (Dérnyei & Murphey, 2003). Cohen (1994) suggested that
every member of GW should have a specific thing to do, i.e. ask for and give
information, give examples, synthesise and summarise the discussion, or take notes
and record information. Cohen (1994) believed that by specifying a role for every
member, most group members would be satisfied with their role, and the productivity
of the group would increase. However, this is depending on learners’ acceptance of
their assigned roles. This is also in line with Piaget’s work, (1976) who thought that
group interaction facilitates learning when students participate as equals, share the
interaction, and share each other’s opinions. The Piagetian perspective is that
collaborative settings in GW offer chances for all students to learn and communicate

equally.

Finding 5. The majority of the language learners thought that a medium-sized
group (4-5 learners) is the ideal size for successful GW. There was a positive
relationship between preference for medium sized groups and perceived
improvement in English.

The findings revealed that the vast majority of learners prefer to work in a medium-
sized group, composed of 4 to 5 learners. The most likely reason for this preference
Is that group members might think that medium sized groups combine the advantages
of both small (2 to 3 people) and large (6 or more people) groups. Medium sized
groups seem to give group members sufficient time to participate. Also, it seems to
help group members to complete complicated tasks, since they can divide the work
between them and have enough people involved to ask questions and get help, if
needed.

It appeared that learners thought that medium sized groups combined some of the
benefits of both small and large groups, which previous studies have also found. One
advantages of working in small groups is that it maximises class time and increases

the level of communication among learners (Long & Porter, 1985). Kutnick et al.
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(2002) suggested that the small group interaction will involve all members as
opposed to only some members, as it is the case in large groups. Ghaith & Yaghi
(1998) claimed that small groups supply the language classroom with
comprehensible, appropriate, and to some extent accurate input, as well as supporting

the communication and the interaction between group members.

On the other hand, Kutnick et al. (2002) suggested that, in large groups, learners
have the advantage of being able to diffuse the responsibility between them.
Richards (2006) adds that, in complex tasks, large groups are better since different

learners have different experiences which they can share to complete the task.

It seems that the advantages of both small and large groups are combined in medium
sized groups. From the data, there were significant differences between the students’
perceptions in relation to the three sizes of group (small, medium, large) and the
students’ perceived improvement in English. The medium sized group had the
highest mean rank, thus, medium sized GW was perceived by learners as the ideal

group to help them practise English.

Finding 6: The majority of the learners seemed to prefer an approach where
students’ ability is taken into account when deciding on group composition.
Learners explained their preference for this ability-based approach. There
appeared to be two different views, one in which learners preferred same ability
grouping and another in which learners prefer mixed ability grouping.

From the questionnaire findings, it seems that the majority of the learners preferred
the student ability to be taken into account when deciding on group composition.
Thus, peers’ ability in English language seems to be an important factor when
learning in GW. From the interview data, there seemed to be two different
perceptions in relation to ability-based grouping. Although learners spoke about
differences between group members, such as amount of life experience, individual
characteristics and knowledge, some learners thought that too much variety could

cause difficulty in communication and interaction in GW.
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Many language learners expressed the view that same ability grouping could help
increase cooperation in GW. It appeared, as some learners explained, that it is
somehow easier to share the misunderstandings and the difficulties of learning with
learners at the same level of competence. In mixed ability grouping, learners may
differ in their level of knowledge and language skills, which may stand as a barrier
for low ability learners to share their opinions with others. Thus, it appears that same

ability grouping leads to a stronger relationship between group members.

Another point is that the disagreement among learners may increase in mixed ability
groups, which could affect negatively some students’ academic achievement. It
seems that mixed ability grouping could be problematic since the high ability
learners may control the group and other learners may benefit less from GW. There
appear two possible results for working in mixed ability groupings. The first and
significant result is that since conflict increases in these groups, learners may not
contribute cooperatively in GW (lack of cooperation). Another result is that the
differences between group members may cause an even wider gap between students.
Further, it appeared from data that learners perceived that mixed ability groupings
may frustrate the low ability students. Some researchers believe that when the group
includes low and high achievers, the low achievers feel intimidated (Oakes, 1992;
Richards, 2006).

However, some learners of low ability perceived mixed ability grouping to be more
useful to them. These language learners expressed the view that a same ability
grouping would not help them much, because the other learners could not offer new
knowledge and they could not learn much from their peers. Therefore, they perceived
that mixed ability grouping could help them in receiving help from more
knowledgeable learners (Richards, 2006). There may be another explanation for
preferring mixed ability groups. Johnson et al. (1998) suggested that high achievers
can help themselves by helping the low achievers when they work together, as in the
process they can improve their memory and deepen their understanding by
explaining things to their group members.
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Another interesting point is that some learners explained their preference to work
with those learners who are of a lower level of English than themselves. Their reason
for this was that they thought they had more opportunities to contribute and practise
more English in a group where they were the more able students. Also, they said that
working with learners at a lower level than themselves helps decrease the chances of
dominant learners taking over the group as no one feels very competent. A possible
explanation of these students’ preference for working with students of lower ability
is that they may need more time to practise English in order to become more
competent and confident to work with students at their own level. Another possible
reason is that these learners may feel confident when they work with low proficiency
learners, while they may feel frustrated when they work with learners of a higher

proficiency.

It seemed that language learners’ preferences varied in ability grouping, some of
them prefer same ability grouping while the other prefer mixed ability grouping.
There appeared that ability grouping was seen as important issue that concern

learners, since it could impact their learning in GW.

Finding 7: The majority of the learners preferred doing language tasks in GW.
Language learners identified the significant benefits of group tasks and gave
clear reasons for their preference. The classroom was the preferred place for
doing group tasks. Learners perceived that doing group tasks in the group as a
whole is the ideal technique for task completion. Conversational and writing
tasks were perceived as the most important types of task that should be
completed in groups.

The questionnaire data showed that the majority of students preferred to do language
tasks in groups. The potential reason for this is that learners see many benefits in
doing tasks jointly with others. First, group tasks seem to help learners share ideas
and experiences with other group members, as they generate a more communicative
atmosphere in the language classroom (Ellis, 2003). Second, it appears that group
tasks increase input and allow learners to produce more accurate output (Jacobs &

Navas, 2000). The last possible reason is that group tasks create a more realistic
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environment, which motivates learners cooperate with each other (Jacobs & Navas,
2000).

In summary, group tasks seem to promote cooperation between group members.
These benefits of GW and group tasks may facilitate learning and result in
improvements in the target language (Foster, 1998). Another important point is that
group tasks could be a logical reason for assigning language learners into groups to
complete this work. Doveston & Keenaghan (2006) claimed that ‘the democratically
agreed group task provided a common purpose and motivation for the students to be
involved with each other’ (2006:8). Therefore, group tasks may motivate language
learners to work better with other learners to complete the required task.

However, some learners said they preferred to complete language tasks individually.
There are two main reasons for this. First it seems that, as some learners stated, the
task is a chance for them to test their own understanding of the lesson. Second,
language learners explained that cooperation is an essential component for a group to
complete successfully a task, and if this is not achieved, learners may not complete
the group task. This view may mean that those learners may have been working in
uncooperative groups which affected negatively their perception of group tasks. A
further important finding is that learners’ preferred place to complete group tasks
was the classroom. A possible explanation for this is that learners may perceive that
the classroom is the appropriate environment to work with other learners. Also, it
could be that learners may feel they need the teacher to supervise or help them to

complete a group task.

Another interesting finding is that learners said they preferred to complete group
tasks together as one unit. A possible explanation for this is that learners are
motivated to work cooperatively with other learners in GW when they do tasks
together. Also, they may perceive that the purpose of the group task is to allow all
group members to work together. However, from the data, it seems that the
responsibility may increase when learners divide the task between group members

rather than doing the task as one unit.
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Language learners explained that there are some types of tasks which are more
appropriate for groups. The findings revealed that the majority of learners considered
conversational tasks to be the most appropriate task for groups. There are some
possible reasons for this finding. First, it seems that most learners could not get a
chance to speak if they were working individually (in a teacher-centred classroom),
hence their view that speaking in groups would allow them more opportunities to
practise the target language. Many learners mentioned that conversation in groups
could make them notice and learn more easily the accurate use of specific words,
phrases or grammatical rules. A further important point is that conversations in
groups seemed to help some learners apply their learning in a wider social context.

Other learners thought that it would be useful to complete writing tasks in GW.
These learners explained that doing writing tasks in groups helped them improve
their writing skills since they could learn from other members. An interesting point,
as some learners explained, is that doing writing tasks in groups often helped them to
improve other language skills, since groups would often have a discussion before

they write, as well as read what they have written after they completed the task.

6.4. Conclusion

This chapter has presented the major findings of the current study and the possible
reasons that may explain the ways in which the learners in the study perceived GW.
Previous related studies have also been referred to here in relation to each of the
findings. In general, it can be concluded that although there were many factors
affecting GW in the EFL classroom in Saudi Arabia, language learners identified
many benefits of GW which have helped them to improve their academic
achievement in English. Language learners found GW a feasible teaching method,
which not only enhances the students’ communicative competence and increases
their motivation to learn English as a foreign language, but also cultivates the
students’ overall ability as social human beings, giving them the opportunity to share

ideas and cooperate in learning with others.

181



CHAPTER 7

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER
RESEARCH

7.1. Introduction

The first part of this chapter will offer an overview of the study in terms of its
objectives, importance, methods used, and summary of the main findings. In the
latter part of this chapter, limitations and recommendations for further research will

be discussed.

7.2. Overview of the study

Currently, many Saudi researchers are trying to find solutions to the current problems
in EFL teaching in Saudi Arabia. Since the early 1990s, researchers (Zaid, 1993;
Sheikh, 1993) have criticised the system of teaching methods applied in Saudi
schools, which does not produce students who are highly proficient in English.
Several authors (AlEssa, 2003; Al-haidari, 2006; Almaiman, 2005; Almotairi, 2005;
Sheikh, 1993; Zaid, 1993) have suggested in the last 20 years that the efficacy of

EFL teaching methods in Saudi Arabia should be reviewed.

Several authors have suggested the need for more communicative methods in Saudi
Arabian EFL classes. As part of this, a possible strategy to address the problems of
low English proficiency and low motivation in EFL teaching could be the use of GW
as a cooperative learning method. There have been no studies conducted in Saudi
Arabia to investigate EFL students’ attitudes and perceptions with regard to GW. The
study presented here is important since it aims to find out what are language learners’
perceptions of GW in Saudi Arabia and explore the significant factors that should be

considered by teachers when using GW. Also, because GW learning is a relatively
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new method to Saudi Arabia, knowing more about language learners’ perceptions
may give a clearer understanding of the important aspects of GW. Previous
researchers found that to apply GW activities, it is essential to identify the factors
which influence students’ attitudes towards groups. The study presented here might
then be used to deal with language learners’ concerns and explore potential

approaches to improve students’ attitudes towards GW (Martinez et al., 2002).

A mixed methods approach (quantitative and qualitative) was used in the current
study. A guestionnaire was used to explore the views of a larger number of students,
in relation to their perceived benefits, difficulties and significant factors that affect
GW. Students’ general views of GW were explored through this questionnaire. At a
second stage in the research process, follow up interviews with selected individuals
were conducted in order to explore in more detail the results of the questionnaire.
The interviews helped illustrate and explain further the important issues identified
through the questionnaire, as well as eliciting enough information to enable the
researcher to understand the more in-depth reasons for language learners’

perceptions of GW.

Although several studies have identified the major benefits of GW, there are students
who do not like or enjoy GW (Butts, 2000). Some of the recent studies suggest that
students’ attitudes to GW could be related to several factors: gender, education level,
interpersonal relationships and division of GW (Martinez et al., 2002). Given the
range of factors, it is logical to find a diversity of perceptions on GW among
students, and often these differences are clearly related to students’ personal reasons
for studying English (Martinez et al., 2002). This leads to a general dilemma: if GW
shows highly beneficial results, it would appear wise to implement GW into the
curriculum. On the other hand, if the teacher notices that negative attitudes towards
GW among learners, they may become unwilling to adopt GW in class (Martinez et
al., 2002).

The major findings of the current study can be summarised in three points. First,

language learners identified many benefits of learning in GW which related mostly to
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advantages for EFL learning. It has been found that, in learners’ view, GW seems to
be beneficial for their academic learning, motivation to learn, and the development of
knowledge. Learners perceived that GW creates a more friendly and supportive
learning environment within which students have more opportunities and more
freedom to practice English. Learners have seen that GW creates natural, real life
interactions, in which they have logical reasons to listen to one another, asking
questions, clarifying issues, and helping each other. These interactions seem to
increase the amount of student talk and student participation in the classroom.
Therefore, GW increases the opportunities for students to produce and listen to input
in the target language and to benefit from modelling and feedback from their peers.
Finally, learners generally thought that GW is an efficient teaching method that can
increase their motivation by promoting a supportive environment in the classroom
that makes learning more enjoyable, lively, and encouraging, and results in enhanced

student motivation.

The second major finding refers to the negative effects and difficulties that language
learners perceived in GW. These related mostly to learning and emotional aspects
and they need to be taken into account by language teachers when planning to use
GW. The learners’ attitudes towards GW are affected by these perceived difficulties.
The main difficulties identified by learners in this study related to the selection of
groups and the criteria used for this selection. GW may result in missing learning
opportunities of EFL for language learners, if membership is not appropriate. There
appears to be a diversity of students’ opinions with regard to group composition, and
taking into account these preferences when classifying them into groups may reduce
the potential difficulties that may impact on learning. Another important issue is that
the negative attributes of some language learners may affect GW negatively. The
implication for teachers is that they could make an effort to find the aspects that help
in promoting cooperative learning in GW to reduce the negative behaviours of some

group members as well as promote motivation in learning.

Therefore, discovering the difficulties that learners may encounter could help

language teachers to identify some possible solutions to reduce the problems. Several
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suggestions on how to improve GW and decrease the difficulties of GW given by the
language learners or emerging from previous studies have been explained in the
discussion (Chapter 6). Finally, it seems that the consideration of the group

difficulties by language teachers could lead to successful achievements in GW.

The third important result is that there were three important factors that could affect
both positively and negatively GW: the role of the teacher, factors related to group
dynamics and the type of group task. There was a clear diversity of learners’
perceptions in relation to the teacher’s role in GW. Thus, it is very important for the
teacher to consider the learners’ point of view with regard to their preference for the
role that teacher should adopt to encourage them in GW. Promoting learning in GW
could lead to students’ motivation to learn cooperatively. This may help learners to
adopt an efficient role and contribute to GW, which in turn leads to successful

achievements in GW.

The appropriate group composition could help language learners work more
cooperatively in GW, which in turn can lead to an increase in positive behaviours
and decrease in negative behaviours from learners in GW. The possible reasons for
learners’ views with regard to group membership were explained by the qualitative
data in Chapter 5. GW is a possible teaching strategy that may address the various
needs of the students at all levels of ability in English. Many learners assert that
cooperative learning is the best option for all learners, because it emphasises active
interaction between group members in mixed ability groupings. Both low and high
proficiency learners are able to progress at the same time when contributing
cooperatively to GW. However, some language learners asserted that same ability
groupings could de-motivate them to work in GW, since the differences between
learners could stand as a barrier for learners to adopt a communicative approach.
Therefore, teachers should give learners an explanation of the benefits of the chosen
methods for group classification, to help the learners to gain the required benefits, as

well as possibly reducing the difficulties in GW.
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The last important finding is that effective group tasks may help language learners to
be clear of their learning aims in groups. Also, their knowledge of the English may
increase when they communicate with other learners to complete tasks. Thus, it
seems important to give the appropriate tasks to groups, in order to promote a

communicative environment for the language learners.

The current study found that GW may provide abundant opportunities for EFL
learners to continually exchange information, activate background knowledge, and
construct new knowledge. Therefore, GW as a cooperative method is highly
recommended as a key instructional method in EFL classrooms in Saudi Arabia.
Teacher-centred EFL classes could be replaced by student-centred classes, which
offer language learners more freedom in learning, and where students learn through
communicative approaches and help one another achieve learning goals through real-

life environments.

7.3. Limitations of the study

Previous research on communicative approaches and cooperative learning in Saudi
Arabia is limited. Thus, it was difficult to find sufficient related studies that
investigated these issues within Saudi Arabia, to compare and relate to the findings
of the current study. Therefore, the researcher related all the research findings to
studies from different countries rather than depend solely on research from Saudi
Arabia.

Since no previous research has investigated group work use in EFL classes in Saudi
Arabia, it was thought that exploring in-depth learners’ attitudes to GW would help
to understand its place in the Saudi Arabian classroom. However, one of the
limitations of this study is that the researcher was reliant on learners’ own
perceptions and self-reported experiences, rather than observing directly the use of
GW in real classrooms or assessing the learning outcomes achieved through group
work by the learners involved. Limited research time prevented not only this direct
classroom observation, but also alternative methods of gathering data which would

have required more time in the field and resources to conduct the study.
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Another limitation to acknowledge is that the study had gathered data on students’
own perceived and their achievement whilst taking part in group work was not
measured or evaluated directly. As students’ perceptions may not exactly indicate the
real effect of group work on learners, the findings of this study could be affected by
their past positive or negative experiences in relation to GW. The study relies
exclusively on students’ self-reports, which may not always be an accurate
expression of the actual effectiveness of group work. This is a potential criticism of
all studies reliant on participants’ self-reports. Furthermore, the researcher did not
speak to the language teachers who may have had different views from the learners;
this is another possible drawback to the overall evaluation.

In addition, the researcher aimed to contact several institutions in different cities to
carry out the current research. It was however difficult to gain permission from some
language institutions to carry out the study because of policies in those institutions
that prohibited research. Thus, only five institutions participated in the current

research.

A further limitation is that although the telephone interviews gave clear information
on the students’ perceptions of GW, the interview data was collected on the phone
and therefore missed out on the non-verbal input. The non-verbal input could explain
further the findings. Also, the setting at the time of the interview could affect
students’ answers in the interview. In the telephone interview, interviewed
participants were in different settings at the time of the interview, which could have

affected slightly their answers.

Also, most of the participants were at the ‘beginner’ level in English. Thus, there
were similarities in most of their answers, which means that there were no big
differences between students’ levels of English. Therefore, it appears that many of
the difficulties reported when working in a group were related to the learners’ low

proficiency in English language.
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Related to the above, even though the diversity of learners’ perceptions of GW,
generalisations are limited to Saudi language learners in the five participating
language institutions. Finally, despite these limitations, the study makes a valuable
contribution to what we know about Saudi students’ perceptions of group work in the
language classroom and gives an insight into what learners like and do not like when

involved in group work.

7.4. Recommendations for further studies

The results of the study highlight several points worthy of further investigation.
Since the current study explored Saudi learners’ perceptions of GW in EFL, the
findings revealed that many areas of GW use in EFL in Saudi Arabia need further

investigation. Some potential areas for further work are:

e The evaluation of EFL learners’ achievement in GW.

e The evaluation of the role of the teacher in GW in the EFL classes.

e The effect on language learners of factors related to group dynamics in EFL
classes.

e The study of students’ roles and behaviours in GW in EFL classes and how
these impacts on learning that take place.

e The effect of group composition on cooperative learning in EFL classes.

e The role of language tasks in promoting learning in GW in EFL classes.

e The evaluation of students’ motivation in GW in EFL classes.

e The effect of group size on learners’ achievement in EFL classrooms.

These are some of the possible research directions which emerge as relevant from the
current study. In the current study, there were clear differences in the language
learners’ views of GW and it appears that certain factors have affected learners’
perceptions. A number of factors which should be considered in future research with
Saudi students learning English are: students’ proficiency level in the target
language; students’ motivation in learning English; reasons for learning English; and

the setting of learning English (public schools, university, private institution).
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7.5. Final remark

By completing this study, which explored Saudi learners’ perceptions of GW in EFL
classrooms, it is hoped that a new contribution is made to EFL research in Saudi
Arabia, which could promote the use of GW as a cooperative learning method in
language institutions in Saudi Arabia. Additionally, it is hoped that the benefits of
GW for learning identified from literature and as seen by the learners, will motivate
teachers to use GW in public schools to increase the academic proficiency of EFL
learners. Finally, because of the importance of GW in enhancing the quality of EFL
teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia, and the limitations of the present study
discussed above, it is recommended that future researchers carry out related studies

on communicative and cooperative learning approaches in EFL in Saudi Arabia.
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Appendix 1 THE QUESTIONNAIRE

Please note: Font is smaller than authentic copy to fit the thesis margins

Group Work in Learning English as a foreign lanquage in Saudi
Arabia

Please tick the appropriate answer. Thank you very much.
1- Areyou....... [tick one] 2- Your date of birth ©..........cccceeen
[Write a number]

Male.
O Female.

w
1

What is the highest level of Education that you have completed?
Intermediate school

Secondary school.

Undergraduate.

Post graduate.

4- What is your level of English that you are studying at currently
O Beginner.

0 Intermediate.

0 Advanced.

5- Do you have a job?
0 Yes
O No

6- Pleas rank in order the reasons for you to study English? [pleas leave blank in front of
the sentence that does not apply to your reasons]

To geta job.

To improve my position at work.

I plan to study abroad in future.

To use the language if I go on holiday.

Just for fun.

7- How long have you been learning English for?........... [write a number of years or months]
8- How long have you been learning English in this English language institution?

0 1 — 6 months

0 6- 12 months

O 1- 2 years.

0 2 year or more

0 Other. ..o [write how long]
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9- How often do you practise your English language?
0 Daily.

0 Once — twice a week.

0 Once — twice a month.

0 I do not practise at all.

0 (0]11:] S (write how often)

10- Where do you practise your English most? [tick one or more]
a In class.

O At home.

O With friends.

O Online.

0 Another way, Write how.............cccoevvenennene.

11- Name three things that you like and 3 things that you don’t like about working in a
group in an English class. [ please write the appropriate answer]

3 things that I like as a group 3 things that I don’t like as a group

12- Do you prefer to continue doing a task with your group that you have started from
class outside the school? (For example, if the teacher give you a task and you have to submit it
in the next day, do you prefer to discuss the task with group outside the class)? [ tick one]

a Yes
0 No

Sometimes

It is depend on the kind of task
Tell us.why that is

13- What size of group do you like? [ tick one]
0 With only 2-3 people in it.

With 4 -5 people in it.

With 6 or more members.

I do not like to work as a group.
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14- How do you think group work affects the way in which the group’s members are
working together? [ tick one]

Positively.
0 Negatively.

O No, it does not affect at all.

Tell us why you think this

15- Tell us how much you like to work with others in a group.
[please circle the appropriate number for you]

I like very | do not

much like at all

e  With people I know well. 1 2 3 4 5
e  With people I don’t know at all. 1 2 g 4 5
e With a mix of people | know and people | don’t know. 1 2 3 4 5
16- What do you normally do in a group? [tick one]

0 I tend to listen to others
0 I tend to speak a lot
I try and contribute when | have something to say

I don’t contribute much, | prefer individual tasks.

17- How important for you is the role that you have in the group? [ tick one]

Very important.
Important.

Don’t know.

Not so important.

Not important at all.

Tell us why that is [write your thoughts]
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18-

Some people find the factors below more or less important when they work in a group.

What do you think about these factors?
Please, circle the number under the initials that applies.

[VI

19-

= Very important; I=Important; N=Neutral; U= Unimportant; VU= Very Unimportant]
\4 | N U \Y{V,

The technique of the teacher in organising the group. 1 2 3 4 5
The other students’ behaviour and their respect for others. 1 2 3 4 5
The type of task we have to work on in the group. 1 2 3 4 5
The level of ability in English of other students in the group. 1 2 3 4 5
To have a leader for the group who can organise the group. 1 2 3 4 5
The assessment of the whole group rather than individually. 1 2 3 4 5

Please rate how common are the behaviours below for other students when you work

in a group.
Please circle the number under the initials that applies.

(v

C= Very Common; C=common; N=Neutral; U=Uncommon; UN= Uncommon at all]

VvC C N U UN

Most students try to be leaders in a group. 1 2 3 4 5
Most students respect the other members’ ideas. 1 2 3 4 5
Some students do not give other members a chance to participate. 1 2 3 4 5
Some students do not like other members’ ideas. 1 2 3 4 5
Some students keep their knowledge to themselves. 1 2 3 4 5

20-

Based on your experience of studying English, what do you like more when you doing a

task [tick one]

Doing the task with a group.
Doing the task by yourself.
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If you choose ‘doing the task with a group’ please answer the four questions in the box below|
19 — 22 ], otherwise move to the questions after the box.

21- Where do you like to do the group task?[tick one]

0 In the classroom.

0 Outside the classroom.

0 Start in the classroom and finish it outside the classroom.
0 (0] 1117 S [ please write]

22- How do you like doing the task in group? [tick one]

O Every student chooses a specific part to do individually in the task.
0 Divide the group into two groups and each group works on the half of the task.

0 Doing the task together as one unit.

23- How important for you are the tasks you get to do when working in a group? [ tick one]

0 The task is very important.

0 The task is relatively important.
O I’m not sure.

0 The task is not that important.

0 The task is not important at all.

24- Are there any benefits of the group task? Yes No
If yes, do any of these benefits apply to your experience? [tick one or more]

O You learn more about different aspects of the language through a group task.
You practice more English while doing the task.

O You get more knowledge from other students.

You Get help from other students if you need with the task.

0 Group task makes the learning atmosphere more interesting.

0 OFher .. [ write your answer]
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25- How do you like the assessment of group work? [tick one]
0 Assess all group members equally on the final outcome of the work.

0 Assess every member on his/her contribution to the work.

0 OLNer ... [ write your answer]
26- How would you like the teacher to organise the groups? [tick one]
0 Randomly.

0 According to students’ abilities.

0 Allow students to choose their own groups.

27- What do you expect the teacher to do when you work in a group? [ tick one or more]
0 The teacher should be there if we need help.

O The teacher should listen to groups and monitor learning.

0 The teacher should participate as equal.

d The teacher should not interfere at all.

Tell us why you think this:

28- Please tell us your answer to the following questions.
(' Please circle the relevant number)

Strongly Strongly

Agree Disagree
Does group work make you more motivated to participate inthegroup? 1 2 3 4 5
Does group work help you to become more confident in a group situation?1 2 3 4 5

Does group work help you to improve your English language? 1 2 3 4 5
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29- Please rate the sentences below according to your experiences of group work in the
English class. (For each of the four items, circle the number that is appropriate under one of the five
categories which applies NT — not true, SU - somewhat untrue, N — neither true, nor untrue, ST —
somewhat true, VT — very true).

NT SU N ST VT

e Group work encourages students to participate more in class. . 1 2 3 4 5
o Some students are likely to take over in a group. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work allows students to be more responsible in their learning. 1 2 3 4 5
o Students feel more confident during a group-based interaction. 1 2 3 4 5
e Some students are lazy and they do not contribute much to the group. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work gives students more opportunities to speak in English. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work is a waste of time; | prefer to listen to the teacher. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work allows students to help other group members. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work allows different groups of students to do different activities. 1 2 3 4 5
o Group work allows students to learn from others. 1 2 3 4 5
e Group work allows students to exchange the knowledge with others. 1 2 3 4 5
e Students can practise more language when they participate individually. 1 2 3 4 5
e Some students do not give a chance to other members to participate. 1 2 3 4 5

e Some students in groups make mistakes and others may adopt these mistakes. 1 2 3 4 5

30- Is there anything else that you would like to mention about group work in the English
language class?

31- I would like to follow up this questionnaire with a short interview about your
experience of group work. This would be a short phone call, no longer than 20 minutes. It would be
very useful if you could agree to do this. If you would be interested in participating, please write
your details below.

Telephone NUMDEF ...
Suitable time to CONtACt YOU.......ccoovveviiriiieceie e

I am looking forward to your reply. Thank you for your cooperation and good luck
with your English learning!
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Appendix 2 THE LETTER TO INSTITUTIONS

Group Work in Learning English as a foreign language in
Saudi Arabia

NAME OF HEAD TEACHER
ADDRESS OF SCHOOL

Dear Sir/Madam (name of head teacher),

Further to our telephone conversation, | am writing to ask if you would be interested
in participating in the above research project which I am planning as part of my
Master degree at the University of Strathclyde, Scotland. Your language
centre/school has been chosen to collaborate with this project because the teachers

use group work in teaching English language.

Overview of the project

Group work is a teaching method which allows students to work together, exchange
their ideas and support each other’s language skills. It is a communicative method
that encourages learners to interact with others. It prepares the learners to use the
English language outside the classroom. This study will explore what language
learners in Saudi Arabia think about the use of group work in classrooms and what
would help them learn better. | would appreciate very much your support in
conducting this study, which is focussing on improving the provision of English
language teaching in Saudi Arabia.

The data collection:

The main method of the data collection will be a questionnaire distributed to
language learners and | will follow this up with an optional interview. A sample of

the questionnaire is attached with this letter for your information.
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Timing, consent and use of data
If you agree for the study to take place, the study will be conducted in one visit to
your language institution. This visit will be in March or April 2008The institution

and the students will not be named in the project, everything will be anonymous.

The research will be used for my Masters dissertation and it may be published in
academic journals in the future. The findings of the research will be sent to all

institutions that participated in the project.

I hope you find the proposal interesting and wish to support this project as a way of
improving our knowledge about English language teaching and learning in Saudi
Arabia. If you decide to participate, please send back the attached form, called
‘Consent Form- Organisations’. If you have any further questions before you decide,
please contact me via the email or telephone, details below, or my research

supervisor, Dr Daniela Sime, at daniela.sime@strath.ac.uk

Thank you very much,

Nurah Alfares

Research Student

University of Strathclyde, Glasgow, Scotland.
Email: nsfares@yahoo.com

Phone number: 00447892717254
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Appendix 3 THE CONSENT FORM TO INSTITUTIONS

Consent Form

Group Work in Learning Enqglish as a foreign language in
Saudi Arabia

Researcher: Nurah Alfares,
Department of Educational and Professional Studies,

University of Strathclyde, Scotland.

Dear head teacher,

Thank you for expressing an interest in collaborating in the above research project.
Your contribution is extremely valued.

The purpose of this study is to inform the English language teachers in Saudi Arabia
on the uses of group work in the teaching English as a foreign language. This study
aims to explore language learners’ perceptions of group work. It will investigate also
the possible advantages and disadvantages of group work and how it contributes to
learning, from the learners’ perspective.

We aim to collect data for this study by:

e Distributing a questionnaire to the language learners at all levels in the
participated institutions. The questionnaire also invites the students to
volunteer for a telephone interview.

e Interviewing the volunteering students, by phone

This research study will be conducted in accordance with the Ethical Guidelines of
the Scottish Educational Research Association (SERA). These are available at
http://www.education.strath.ac.uk/erica/Modulel_reader/unit5/SERA_Ethical_Guide
lines_final.PDF

In addition to the general points laid out in the guidelines, the research student,

Nurah Alfares, wishes to make the following statements with reference to the project.
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e Confidentiality. The answers to the questionnaire and the interview recordings
will not be shared with any other researchers. The respondents’ answers and the
interview data will be treated confidentially and every effort will be taken to
protect anonymity at all times.

e Right to withdraw. You have the right to decide for your institution not to take
part in this study at any point.

e Students’ consent. A similar set of guidelines will be adopted in relation to the
students directly participating in the study. Their consent will be sought before
distributing the questionnaire.

If you have any questions at any point during the study please do not hesitate to contact

me, Nurah Alfares (Email: nsfares@yahoo.com or phone: 00447892717254) or my

research supervisor, Dr Daniela Sime (email: daniela.sime@strath.ac.uk).

If you understand the information presented above and agree for your institution to
become involved in the study, please sign below.

I agree to allow Nurah Alfares to conduct her study in............................e. (name
of your institution). | understand the findings will be used in the dissertation and
academic publications, but that the identity of the institution and the students involved
will be protected by pseudonyms. I also understand that I have the right to withdraw the

participation of our institution at any time.

NAME OF INSTIUTION . oottt e e e e e e e e e eeeeeeaeeeenes
The head teaChEI S NAMIE: ...t e e e e e
Signature of head teacher: ...

D12 1 =
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Appendix 4 THE INSTRUCTIONS SHEET TO STUDENTS

INSTRUCTIONS FOR COMPLETING THE
QUESTIONNAIRE

Dear Student,

Before you start completing the questionnaire:

Read the Information Sheet about the study first. This is yours to keep.

Then, read and sign the Consent Form, if you are happy to participate in the
research. Return one copy and keep one copy for yourself.

Read the questions of the questionnaire and answer all questions, if possible.
There are some questions that ask you to simply tick the answers that apply to
you, and other questions that ask you to write about your experience. If you
need more space to write you can continue your writing on the back of the
page.

If you are not sure about a question, you can write ‘I don’t know” or ‘I’'m not
sure’ as an answer. But please make sure you have completed all questions.

If you would like to help me further with the project, please leave your
contact details at the end of the questionnaire. Otherwise, submit the

guestionnaire to the responsible person.

Thank you very much for your help.

Nurah Alfares, Research Student
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Appendix 5 THE INFORMATION SHEET TO STUDENTS

INFORMATION SHEET

Group Work in Learning English as a foreign language in
Saudi Arabia

Dear student,

I would like to invite you to participate in this project. Your contribution would be

extremely valuable, please give the time, if you can.

The purpose of the project
The purpose of this study is to find out if group work is useful or not in learning
English as a foreign language. This study will examine what students think about the

use of group work in classes and if this helps them learn better or not.

Who will be involved?
Students like you, aged 15 and over, who are studying at an any level of English
language will be invited to participate. | want to contact students from 5-6 schools

and you are in one of the schools | have identified.

Your participation

I would like you to participate in the project because you are a language learner of
English. You will only have to answer a questionnaire about your experiences and
views of group work. If you would like to help me further with the project, you could

also volunteer for a phone interview at the end of the questionnaire.

Confidentiality
The information you give me will not be shared with anyone else, including your
teachers. All responses will be treated confidentially and every effort will be taken to

protect your anonymity at all times. When writing my thesis or in any publications, |

214



will use pseudonyms when citing any extracts from your answers to protect your

identity.

Right to withdraw
You have the right to decide not to take part in this study at any point. During the
interviews, you have the right to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and

ask for the recording to be destroyed.

If you have any questions at any point during the study please do not hesitate to
contact me, Nurah Alfares (Email: nsfares@yahoo.com or phone: 00447892717254)

or my supervisor, Dr Daniela Sime (email: daniela.sime@strath.ac.uk)

If you understand the information presented above and wish to become involved in

the study, please sign the Consent Form on the following page.

Thank you very much for your time and | hope you decide to participate.

Best wishes,

Nurah AlFares
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CONSENT FORM - STUDENTS

| agree to take part in this research, which aims to investigate the language learners’
perceptions of group work.

I understand that all the information I give will be treated confidentially and every
effort will be taken to protect my anonymity at all times.

I understand that my responses may be used in an academic study, but my name will
not be used.

| also understand that | am free to withdraw from the study at any time, for any

reason and that | can request any data | have given to be destroyed.
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Appendix 6 THE INTRVIEW SCHEDULE

Interview Schedule- Group work in EFL classes in Saudi

Arabia

The interviewer thanks the participant for volunteering to do the interview .The
interviewer asks them if this is a suitable time to call. She identifies herself, and then
she reminds the participants of the ethical issues, mainly confidentiality and
anonymity. She asks for permission to record the interview. She mentions that

interview should not last more than 25 minutes.

1- Tell me a bit about your experience of working in a group in English classes.

2- How do think working in group affects your English language learning?
Could you give me an example?

3- How would you compare learning in group with learning by yourself? What
is different?

4- What are the benefits for you of learning in a group?
(Refer to the comments in the questionnaire Q11 and ask to elaborate on these
answers)

5- What makes a good group for you?
- Prompt for colleagues, task, student ability etc.

6- And what are the difficulties for you when working in a group?
(Refer to the comments in the questionnaire Q11 and ask to elaborate on these
answers)

7- What kind of tasks do you like to do in a group? What makes a good group
activity for you? Why is that?

8- Do you ever get help from your peers? Can you give me an example?

9- What do you expect the teacher to do during group work?
10- What about your learning outside the classroom? Do you practise your

English outside the classroom at all? Can you give me an example?
- prompt for practising with friends, family, online etc.
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11- Do you use any media in English? How do you use these?
- Prompt for TV, newspapers, internet, computer games etc.

12- How would you rate your English language skills? (very good/ good/not so
good) And what would help you learn more in class?

13- Is there anything that you want to add in relation to the use of group work in
English classes?

Thank the participants for their time.
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Appendix 7 ARABIC VERSION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE
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Appendix 8 ARABIC VERSION OF THE LETTER TO
INSTITUIONS
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Appendix 9 ARABIC VERSION OF THE CONSENT FORM TO
INSTITUIONS
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Appendix 10 ARABIC VERSION OF THE INSTRUCTIONS
SHEET TO STUDENTS
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Appendix 11 ARABIC VERSION OF THE INFORMATION
SHEET TO STUDENTS
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Appendix 12 ARABIC VERSION OF THE INTERVIEW
SCHEDULE
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