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Abstract

Student attitudes toward active learning techniques, such as group discussion, are often negative. The
purpose of this study is to determine if an intervention informing students of the usefulness of group
discussions affects their attitudes on group discussions. Students were randomly assigned to view a
video and answer an essay question on either the value of group discussions (treatment) or on how group
discussions were graded (control). Students in the treatment indicated group discussions as more useful
as students in the control. Importantly, there were no differences in attitudes prior to the intervention. In
addition, students reported their perceptions of the value (benefits) and costs (disadvantages) of group
discussions in open-ended items. Findings are informative for pedagogical practice as well as designing
future interventions.

Keywords: active learning, group discussions, student attitudes, motivation

Student attitudes toward group discussions

Group discussions are valuable methods of engaging students with material and teaching interpersonal
communication skills (Smith et al., 2009; see Prince, 2004 for a review). However, students are often
resistant to collaborative learning methods such as group discussions, instead preferring to listen to
lectures (Machemer and Crawford, 2007; Lobo, 2017). One suggestion to encourage positive student
attitudes toward group discussions is to directly inform them of its benefits (Bailey et al., 2015; Bishop et
al., 2014; Shimazoe and Aldrich, 2010). However, empirical data on the effectiveness of this approach
are lacking. The purposes of this study are to examine the effectiveness of an intervention informing
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students of benefits of group discussion on student attitudes toward group discussions and to better
understand student perceptions of the value and costs of group discussion.

Group discussions, in which small groups of students answer questions about course content, have been
demonstrated to be an effective active learning technique to enhance student engagement and learning
(Freeman et al., 2014; Gibbs, 2010; Johnson and Johnson, 2014). Findings indicate that collaborating
with other students, such as through group discussion, promotes retention of course content better than
lecture alone (Mohamed, 2008; Saville et al., 2005). Indeed, even when all of the students in a group do
not initially know the answer to a question, the process of discussion appears to improve accuracy (Smith
et al., 2009). The opportunity for students to explain course information to each other is considered the
main reason group discussions promote understanding of the material (Race, 2009). In addition,
interacting in groups has been found to facilitate the development of critical thinking skills when compared
to lectures alone, specifically regarding the evaluation of new material (Fung and Howe, 2014). Group
discussions may foster students’ independent learning skills allowing them to be more autonomous in
their education (Gibbs and Jenkins, 1992). Furthermore, group discussions strengthen collaborative skills
(Sancho-Thomas et al., 2009), and college graduates frequently report that their education did not
adequately develop these skills (Bailey et al., 2015). Indeed, the need to train students for the teamwork
demands of the workforce encouraged the use of group work in postsecondary instruction (Elton, 1997).

Concerns about student resistance to active learning methods, such as group discussion, are common
among faculty (Seidel and Tanner, 2013). Indeed, a substantial number of students have negative
attitudes toward group work, including group discussions (Hillyard et al., 2010; Soetanto and MacDonald,
2017; Zschocke et al., 2016). These negative attitudes often stem from the perception that group
discussions are not beneficial to their learning and that lectures are a more efficient use of class time
(Race, 2014). In addition, students often are unsure of what the purposes of group discussions are
(Hillyard et al., 2010). Moreover, students may have communication problems when working in groups
that they do not experience when listening to lectures (Soetanto and MacDonald, 2017). For these
reasons, it is not surprising that students may perceive group discussions as less important than lectures
(Race, 2009).

Student attitudes toward group discussions are of critical importance--not surprisingly, students who had
more positive attitudes toward collaborative learning performed better in a course that incorporated
collaborative learning (Gorvine and Smith, 2015). This is likely because if students embrace active
learning activities, such as group discussion, they are more likely to engage with the course (Cavanagh et
al., 2016). One recommendation for improving student attitudes toward collaborative learning is to explain
the rationale behind them (Bailey et al., 2015; Bishop et al., 2014; Shimazoe and Aldrich, 2010); however,
there has not been direct empirical examination of the effectiveness of this recommendation (Seidel and
Tanner, 2013).

A theoretical lens through which to guide approaches to improve student attitudes toward group
discussions is the expectancy-value model of motivation. According to this theory, the perceived value of
a task is a major component in determining motivation to engage in that task (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000).
The value of a task comes primarily from utility and intrinsic value (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). Utility
value is the usefulness of the task or the relevance of the task to one’s life (Hulleman et al., 2008). For
example, one source of utility value for taking advanced coursework in high school is to prepare for
college. In this way, someone who wants to do well in college will be more motivated to take advanced
classes in high school as they will perceive completion of such coursework as useful and personally
relevant. Distinct from utility value, intrinsic value stems from one’s enjoyment of or inherent interest in a
task (Eccles and Widfield, 2002). For example, one source of intrinsic value for taking advanced
coursework in high school would be an inherent enjoyment of the intellectual challenge and/or interest in
the material in the courses.

An effective approach to improving students’ attitudes toward their courses based on this theory has been
through utility-value interventions (Lazowski and Hulleman, 2016). Interventions have focused on utility as
opposed to intrinsic value, as utility value is considered to be more malleable by external factors than
intrinsic value (Harackiewicz et al., 2012). Utility-value interventions may involve informing students about
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the benefits of engaging in a task. For example, one utility-value intervention to encourage enroliment in
high school mathematics and science courses involved high school students reading interviews from
current college students who explained how the high school mathematics and sciences courses they took
helped them in their college coursework (Rozek et al., 2015). Another approach with utility-value
interventions involves having students write about the personal relevance or applicability of the material to
their life goals (Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 2009; Hulleman et al., 2010). These writing exercises are
thought to improve attitudes toward the course through increasing the personal significance or importance
of the course information (Hulleman et al., 2008). For example, a study of one utility-value intervention in
which high school students wrote about the relevance of their science courses by connecting the content
to their lives found that the writing assignments increased motivation to learn more about science
(Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 2009).

Given the issues surrounding group discussions, there is a need to test an approach for improving
student attitudes toward group discussions. Findings have indicated utility-value interventions are most
effective when students receive direct communication on utility value and then generate their own
thoughts (Canning and Harackiewicz, 2015). If this approach is effective, it would provide instructors with
a simple and evidence-based approach to encourage students to “buy in,” or see the value of, group
discussions. The following research questions need to be explored.

1) Do pre-intervention differences in preferences for individual or group work and discomfort with group
work exist between the students? In particular, do students exposed to the intervention (that is, learning
about the benefits of group discussion) differ in their preference for individual or group work and their
level of discomfort with group work compared to students not exposed to the intervention? This is
examined in case the students who receive the intervention and those who do not differ in their attitudes
beforehand.

2) Does exposing students to the benefits of group discussion influence their attitudes toward group
work? Based on research (see Lazowski and Hulleman, 2016), it is predicted that students who receive a
utility-value intervention would indicate higher levels of utility value. In addition, the utility-value
intervention could lead to better engagement in group discussions, leading to greater intrinsic value
compared to students who do not receive such an intervention (Hulleman et al., 2017). However, the
effect of the intervention is expected to be greater for utility value than intrinsic value.

3) Do the perceived value and costs differ depending on whether students are exposed to the intervention
and how do students generally perceive the value and costs of group discussions? It is anticipated that
students who receive the intervention would incorporate ideas from the intervention in their perceptions in
their open-ended responses. In addition, examining student perceptions of value and cost of group
discussions allows for better understanding of the issue.

Method

Context

The study involved an undergraduate Social Psychology course with an enrollment of 75 students at a
mid-sized, Midwestern public university. Eight group discussion opportunities were provided throughout
the spring 2017 semester. Group discussions were structured as follows. On each discussion day,
students formed groups of 3-4 students, with the group member makeup of their choosing. Groups
discussed 2-3 questions that applied or extended material covered during class. To track participation
and grades, groups assigned a member to record responses to turn in on each discussion day. Each
group could earn up to 5 points for group discussion participation, with the number of points earned being
contingent upon the quality (and accuracy) of the group’s responses. Group discussion points counted
toward 10% of students’ final grade in the course. Prior to the beginning of the course, a proposal for this
research, specifying the student data involved, was reviewed and approved by the institution’s Internal
Review Board.

Participants
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All students enrolled in the course were eligible for participation. Of the 75 students enrolled in the
course, 51 completed all the necessary measures (both of the questionnaires and the syllabus quiz) and
reported that they did not see the video for the other condition. Of these 51 students, there were 44
women and 7 men who ranged in ages from 19 to 50 (M = 20.89; SD = 4.22 years). Most of the students
identified as Caucasian (92%), with 4% identifying as African American and 4% identifying as Native
American.

Procedure

Students were randomly assigned to either the treatment (N = 25) or the control (N = 26) condition. In the
first week of the semester, students were invited to complete a questionnaire about their preferences for
individual or group work (pre-intervention questionnaire) and received three bonus points as
compensation. All students were required to view a video on group discussions and complete a quiz on
the course Learning Management System. The video in the treatment condition presented evidence for
the benefits of group discussions. The slides for the video are available upon request from the first author.
Specifically, the treatment video explained that: 1) group discussions are beneficial for developing critical
thinking (Fung et al., 2016), 2) group discussions are a type of active learning and active learning is
beneficial for student academic performance (Freeman et al., 2014), and 3) group discussions develop
skills desired by employers (Carnevale and Smith, 2013). In contrast, the video in the control group went
over procedures and grading for group discussions.

After viewing the video, students were required to complete a quiz on the syllabus and the video. The 10
multiple-choice items regarding the syllabus were identical in the two conditions. However, the last item in
the quiz was a short essay prompt that varied by condition. For the treatment condition, students received
the prompt “Based on the video you saw on group discussions in this course, write 2 paragraphs on how
group discussions may be useful for learning course material or relevant to your life goals. Give at least 2
examples.” For the control condition, students received the prompt “Based on the video you saw on group
discussions in this course, write 2 paragraphs on how group discussions will be structured and graded in
the course.” On the seventh week of the semester, students were asked to complete a post-intervention
questionnaire on the value of group discussions and received three bonus points as compensation.

Measures

Prior to administering the questionnaires, the measures were reviewed for clarity by students who were
not enrolled in the course for this study. The internal consistency of the items for each measure was
examined by testing the interrelatedness of each item through Cronbach’s alpha (o) with higher alpha
levels indicating higher interrelatedness.

Pre-intervention questionnaire. In this questionnaire (adapted from Cantwell and Andrews, 2002), there
were seven items that composed the scale for preference to work individually (Cronbach’s a = .79), seven
items that composed the scale for preference to work in groups (Cronbach’s a = .59), and four items that
composed the scale for discomfort with group work (Cronbach’'s o = .67). For each of these items,
participants were asked to indicate their level of frequency on a 1-6 Likert rating from Almost Never to
Almost Always. Questions regarding demographics were included at the end of the questionnaire.

Post-intervention questionnaire. In this questionnaire, there were six items that composed the scale for
intrinsic value (Cronbach’s o = .89) and six items for utility value (Cronbach’s a = .88; adapted from
Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 2009). For each of these items, participants were asked to indicate their
level of agreement on a 1-5 Likert rating from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. There were also three
open-ended items regarding the perceived intrinsic value (“What is the value of group discussion in
class?”), utility value (How are group discussions useful for you, now or in the future?”), and cost of group
discussions (“What are the costs or downsides of group discussions in class?).

To determine if there were a priori differences in preferences for group or individual work between the
treatment and control conditions, three one-way analysis of variance tests were conducted with condition
as the independent variable and with preference for individual work, preference for group work, and
discomfort with group work as the dependent variables. To test the effects of the intervention (i.e.,
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learning about the usefulness of group discussions) on attitudes toward group work, two one-way
analysis of variance tests were conducted with condition as the independent variable and with intrinsic
value of group discussions and utility value of group discussions as the dependent variables. The open-
ended questionnaire items on value were dichotomously scored for mentioning ideas from the
intervention video (1 for having an idea, 0 for not). Then, binary logistic regression with condition as the
independent value was used to test if the condition influenced inclusion of ideas from the video. The
open-ended items were also coded through a content analysis in an inductive manner based on themes
in order to understand student perspectives on the value and cost of group discussions (see Barry,
Murphy, and Drew, 2015, for a similar approach). The frequency of these codes was tallied for each item
(note that some students provided more than one response so there are more tallies than students).

Results

1) Did pre-intervention differences in preferences for individual or group work and discomfort with group
work exist between students?

There were no differences between the students who learned about the usefulness of group discussion
and those who did not for preference for individual work, F(1, 50) = 1.21, p = .28, preference for group
work, F(1, 50) = .46, p = .50, or discomfort with group work F(1, 50) = .70, p = .42. Students exposed to
the intervention (that is, those who learned of the benefits of group discussion) did not differ in their
preference for individual or group work or their discomfort with group work than students in the control
(that is, those who learned about how group discussions were graded). See Table 1 for means and
standard deviations by condition.

<< Insert Table 1 here>>

2) Did exposing students to the benefits of group discussion influence their attitudes toward group work?

There was no effect of the intervention on intrinsic value of group discussions, F(1, 50) = .33, p = .57. In
other words, being made aware of the benefits of group discussion did not increase students’ reported
enjoyment or inherent interest in group discussions. However, the students in the intervention condition
reported greater utility value of group discussions than did the students in the control condition, F(1, 50) =
5.21, p = .03, Cohen’s d = .62. In other words, being made aware of the benefits of group discussion
increased students’ perceptions of the usefulness and relevance of group discussions. See Table 1 for
means and standard deviations by condition.

3) Did the perceived value and costs differ depending on whether students were exposed to the
intervention and how did students generally perceive the value and costs of group discussions?

There was no difference between conditions for either the intrinsic value, B = .45, SE = .58, Wald = .59,
Exp(B) = .86, p = .79, or the utility value items, B = -.15, SE = .57, Wald = .20, Exp(B) = .80, p = .66.
Students who watched the video about the benefits of group discussion (treatment) did not mention ideas
provided in the video more than students who watched the video about how group discussions were
graded (control). See Table 1 for means and standard deviations by condition.

As can be seen in Table 2, students generally perceived the value of group discussions in terms of

usefulness rather than inherent interest or enjoyment.

<< Insert Table 2 here>>
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The most frequently noted source of perceived value of group discussions for both conditions was
improved understanding of course material followed by exposure to other viewpoints. In terms of utility
value (the usefulness of group discussions; see Table 3), the opportunity to develop communication and
teamwork skills was the most common response followed by the opportunity to interact with others or get
other perspectives.

<< Insert Table 3 here>>

In terms of costs (see Table 4), the most common response was that group discussions take time as well
as social loafing, unengaged, or unprepared peers.

<< Insert Table 4 here>>

Discussion and conclusion

The purpose of this study was to test the effectiveness of an intervention informing students of benefits of
group discussion on student attitudes toward group discussion. Based on the findings, the intervention
was effective given that students in the treatment condition had higher ratings of the utility value
(usefulness and relevance to one’s life) of group discussions than did students in the control condition.
However, there were no differences in intrinsic value (inherent interest or enjoyment) between the two
groups of students. There did not appear to be differences between the students who did or did not learn
about the usefulness of group discussions in terms of preferences for group or individual work prior to the
intervention.

As previously discussed, group discussions are beneficial for learning (Saville et al., 2005; Smith et al.,
2009), but students often dislike working with their peers (Hillyard et al., 2010; Soetanto and MacDonald,
2017). Informing students of the rationale for active learning techniques, such as group discussions, has
been suggested as a method to address student resistance (Bailey et al., 2015; Bishop et al., 2014). To
our knowledge, this study is the first empirical test of the effects of informing students of the utility of an
active learning technique (in this case, group discussion) on attitudes towards that technique. Based on
our findings, explaining the usefulness of an active learning technique to students appears to have a
benefit on attitudes towards that technique, although the benefit may be limited to perceived usefulness
and does not extend to intrinsic value (inherent interest in the task).

The findings from this study build on and align with other work based on the expectancy-value theory of
motivation. In previous work, student attitudes towards their courses in general have been improved by
emphasizing the usefulness or personal significance (that is, utility value interventions) of the course
content. The study described in this article addressed attitudes toward an active learning technique (that
is, group discussions) rather than attitudes towards the course content. However, unlike findings in some
studies (Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 2009; Hulleman et al., 2010), the utility-value intervention did not
increase intrinsic value in group discussions. In other words, the learning about the usefulness of group
discussions appeared to help students appreciate the practical, useful benefits of group discussions, but
did not appear to affect how much they enjoyed group discussions.

One possible reason the study findings did not indicate an effect on intrinsic value is that the intervention
only involved one video and writing assignment whereas previous studies had multiple writing
assignments (Hulleman and Harackiewicz, 2009; Hulleman et al., 2010). Another reason could be the
utility-value intervention in this study was directed towards an active learning technique, not a content
area as in previous studies (for example, Hulleman et al., 2017). It is possible that intrinsic enjoyment of
active learning techniques may relate more to personal preferences and personality traits (see Chamorro-
Premuzic et al., 2007; Koper, 2015; McNally et al., 2017), than whether or not the technique is perceived
as personally useful.
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Based on the responses to the open-ended items, incorporation of ideas from the intervention were
similar in the two conditions. This may be because students are aware of the reasons why group
discussions have value, but elaborating on the value in the intervention may have enhanced appreciation
of group discussions as indicated by the quantitative utility value ratings. Another possibility is that
students who received the intervention may have mentioned what they learned in the video to students in
the control condition. In this way, most of the students in the class would have been aware of the reasons
group discussions have value presented in the intervention video.

There are limitations to this study. In particular, this study examined the simple effects of an approach to
improve student attitudes toward group discussion in one course, which was predominantly female.
Additionally, students in the social psychology course were learning about group behavior and some may
also have had prior knowledge of group behavior from other psychology courses, possibly influencing
their responses. Further, students were allowed to choose their own groups, which is not the practice in
every college classroom. The study was also carried out using only undergraduate students in one
discipline from only one university and in only one particular country, limiting the generalizability of the
findings. Clearly, the approach tested in this study needs to be adapted and tested in different
environments before claims about its effectiveness can be made. Future studies could address this in
different learning scenarios. One particular area that may be in need of examination is online discussions,
given the rising popularity of online courses (Ortagus, 2017). Furthermore, the perceived costs of group
discussions noted by students provide direction for future interventions. An intervention that directly
addresses perceived costs of group discussions may be especially effective in improving student
attitudes.

Informing students of the benefits of active learning techniques, such as group discussions, has been
suggested as a method of improving student attitudes (Bailey et al., 2015; Bishop et al., 2014; Shimazoe
and Aldrich, 2010). This study served to provide empirical support for this suggestion. In addition, this
study informs our understanding of how students perceive the value and costs of group discussion for
refinement of future interventions.
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Table 1

Means and standard deviations of quantitative measures by condition

Treatment Control Total
M(SD) M(SD) M(SD)
N =25 N =26 N = 51
Pre-intervention measures
Preference for individual work 2.50(.74) 2.71(.66) 2.61(.71)
Preference for group work 3.41(.54) 3.31(.55) 3.36(.54)
Discomfort with group work 3.10(.85) 2.89(.94) 3.00(.90)
Post-intervention measures
Intrinsic value of group discussions 3.60(.73) 3.47(.90) 3.53(.82)
Utility value of group discussions 3.86(.77) 3.33(.87) 3.59(.86)
Ideas from intervention incorporated .64(.49) .54(.51) .59(.50)
(value)
Ideas from intervention incorporated .52(.51) .54(.51) .53(.50)

(usefulness)

Table 2

Examples and frequency of themes by condition for responses to the value of group discussion

Example Treatment  Control Total
Better/more in-depth ~ “Group discussions help me, personally, to 12 10 22
understanding better understand the material being
assessed within the lecture.”
Apply learning “To help students apply the course contentto 1 7 8
real life situations.”
Exposure to other “It allows me to see others' point of view” 8 8 16
perspectives
Teaching/learning “Learn from peers” 2 2 4
from others
Teamwork skills “Everyone contributes and we work on our 4 2 6
teamwork skills.”
Career skills “It helps you acquire skills necessary for 1 1 2
future careers.”
Critical thinking skills ~ “Critical thinking” 0 1 1
Helpful for shy people I think that group discussions are useful for 0 1 1
those individuals who may not fully
understand the material, but are too
embarrassed or shy to ask for clarification out
loud in class.”
None/no answer 2 0 2
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Table 3

Examples and frequency of themes by condition for responses to the usefulness of group discussion

Example Treatment Control Total
Better/more in-depth “Group discussions help me, 2 7 9
understanding personally, to better understand the
material being assessed within the
lecture.”
Apply learning ‘I am able to apply what | am 2 1 3
learning.”
Career skills “My profession will include a lot of 9 5 14
group discussions, so having group
discussions in classes helps me
prepare for that part of my life in the
future”
Communication/teamwork “Group discussions help me develop 8 11 19
skills my communication skills and help me
to better explain or express my ideas
to other people.”
Interact with others/exposure “It allows you to see new ideas or 6 11 17
to other perspectives ways of thinking.”
None/no answer 2 0 2
Table 4
Examples and frequency of themes by condition for responses to the cost of group discussion
Example Treatment Control Total
Social loafing/unengaged/ “If people aren't willing to discuss, they 4 9 13
Unknowledgeable peers are useless.”
Time consuming “Time spent on group discussions may 10 6 16
take away from time to learn new
material.”
Off topic/socializing “I think group discussions can veer off- 7 6 13
topic, and lead to being unproductive.”
Disagreements and difficult “People can disagree and not handle 5 5 10
personalities the disagreements well.”
Confusion about task ‘I There may be some uncertainties, or 2 1 3
confusion between members of the
group.”
Dislike of talking with peers “Talking to people that you don'treally 2 5 7
want to talk to, especially if you're shy,
can be hard.”
None/no answer 1 2 3
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