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Summary. Working in group is believed to benefit students learning outcomes and

develop better relationship, communication and team skills which are also impor-

tant later in their professional life. However, previous research finds that these ben-

efits may depend on the size, type and structure of the groups. I investigate whether

groups formed by the teacher on the basis of academic and cultural diversity affects

students perceived benefits and learning outcomes in an experiment implemented

in a course “Advanced Development Economics” given for master’s students at the

University of Copenhagen. I find that students diversity-based exogenous group

formation increases learning outcomes as measured both by perceived new things

learnt, better relationship, communication and team skills as well as final grades.

However, the results also highlight the need for teachers to facilitate the group pro-

cess, especially at the beginning, since diversity-based groups take some time before

they function properly. While these results shade light on the role of diversity-based

group formation in university teaching and learning, caution is required when inter-

preting the results given the small sample size and context of the experiment.

Introduction

Universities are attracting increasingly diverse student populations with

many international students. In order to accommodate such diversities,

some scholars suggest that universities should adopt inclusive and inter-

active strategies, in which students’ diversity is viewed as a resource for a

successful teaching and learning process (Broughan & Hunt, 2012). The au-

thors further suggest that such strategy should promote students’ interaction
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which may increase awareness and understanding of different perspectives,

better preparation for work place and greater feeling of belongingness.

One way of designing an interactive and participatory teaching and

learning strategy is to enable students work in groups. These groups could

be discussion groups, study groups, writing groups, feedback groups, or

project groups (Christensen, 2015). Irrespective of the type of groups,

working in group is expected to promote intellectual and social learning,

creative problem solving, and improve relations among students by increas-

ing trust and friendliness (Cohen & Lotan, 2014). This also ensures that stu-

dents share their knowledge, skills, and experience; discuss freely on alter-

native ideas, solutions, and dimensions; and get feedback from their peers,

which are normally quicker, more accessible, friendly-framed, and under-

standable. Finally, this may promote research and problem-based teaching

(Brodie, 2012) and motivate students in the course and classroom (Scott,

2005; McWilliam, 2008).

Yet, the successes of group works in fostering productive teaching and

learning process may depend on a number of factors (Christensen, 2015).

Firstly, there is heterogeneous preference among students regarding work-

ing in groups. Some students seem to enjoy group work while others dis-

like it to the extent of avoiding group work-oriented courses (Christensen,

2015). Secondly, there is a lot of debate on how groups should be formed.

Should groups be formed formally by the teacher (based on principles or

randomly) or informally by the students on their own? What is the optimal

group size for a productive group work? Should groups be homogeneous

or heterogeneous? Can working in group benefit all students by allowing

middle and advanced level students to seek additional academic challenges

as well as helping low level students get peer support? Thus, there are a

number of challenges that the teacher should be aware of in deciding on the

type, size, and structure of groups.

In this project, I aim to contribute to the ongoing debate on the forma-

tion of groups. I investigate whether groups formed by the teacher on the

basis of academic and cultural diversity affects students’ perceived bene-

fits and grades. I investigate this by directly implementing diversity-based

group works in a master’s course “Advanced Development Economics”

at the University of Copenhagen. I collected a baseline (right before the

groups are formed) and a follow-up (at the end of the course) data from

the course participants in an online survey. I find that students perceived

various benefits from working in a group of diverse academic and cultural

background. They perceive that they learn new things and develop better
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relationship, communication and team skills. Moreover, looking at the fi-

nal grades, the average grade is much higher than a similar course a year

before. While higher grades could partly be attributed to differences in the

composition of students between the years with and without the experi-

ment, a particularly higher grade in the term paper, the part of the course

that is most likely to be affected by the group work, points to the role of the

diversity-based group formation. Students suggest that such group forma-

tion may achieve its intended benefit if teachers are involved in facilitating

the group process, especially at the beginning since diversity-based groups

take some time before the function properly. While these are interesting

results that shade light on the role of diversity-based group formation in

helping students achieve intended learning outcomes of the course, caution

is required when interpreting the results given the small sample size and

context of the experiment.

Case study

The course “Advanced Development Economics” is a master’s course in-

tended for students who have background in economics with a strong under-

standing of microeconomics and microeconometrics. The course was given

in block 2 (2017-2018). The course focuses on households’ and firms’ be-

havior as well as the functioning of markets and institutions in developing

countries. By the end of the course, students are expected to achieve the

following in the field of development economics: 1) Comprehend and di-

agnose concepts and theoretical models; 2) Develop abilities to discuss,

criticize, interpret, and replicate theoretical and empirical papers; and 3)

Develop abilities to write a theoretical or empirical paper. To help students

achieve these learning outcomes, the course has three components (lectures

and small group discussions, group-based practical exercises, and indivi-

dual project works). The final grade for the course is the average of grades

in the oral exam and individual term papers. In order to pass the course,

students must pass both parts of the exam.

Group formation

From my previous experience in teaching the course, participants are di-

verse with respect to academic and cultural background. The challenge is

therefore to design teaching and learning activities that ensure that students
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actively participate and engage in class and use the diversity to their ben-

efit. One way of ensuring this is to form groups of students with diverse

background. From my experience, leaving group formation to the students

results in groups of friends, which may limit students’ ability to interact

with fellow students that have different perspectives. Thus, I design groups

myself, reflecting the diversity of the students. A group of 4 students was

formed based on specific criteria (Nationality; previous experience with mi-

croeconomics and microeconometrics, development economics; and previ-

ous ability to work with STATA software). I collected information from

students in order to help identify specific attributes of each student. Based

on this information, participants in the course came from 9 different coun-

tries with diverse knowledge and skills.

Data

I collected information on students background (age, gender, study pro-

gram, etc.); previous experience with group works (benefits, challenges,

heterogeneous vs homogeneous groups, student-formed vs teacher-formed

groups, etc.); and perceptions about group works (preferences, intentions,

expectation, benefits, relevance, challenges, etc.) in two rounds, right be-

fore I formed the groups and at the end of my course, in an online survey.

The data collected at the end of the course particularly includes information

on students’ experiences with the group works in my course.

To assess the relationship between diversity-based exogenous group

formation and productive teaching and learning process (student satisfac-

tion and perceived benefits), I will compare the results of the data before

and after diversity-based exogenous group works. Since the sample is very

small, I will only focus on correlations using descriptive statistics and stu-

dents’ qualitative opinions. Moreover, the final grades are used to draw

learning outcomes of the group formation.

Results

10 students answered the survey in the first round and another 8 in the sec-

ond round. Pooling the data, 67% of the students in the course are female.

The age distribution ranges from 22-33 with a mean age of 24. The responds

are from 7 different nationalities with Danish students accounting for about
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28%. All the respondents answer that they have economics background and

most of them are in their second-year of master’s degree.

All the respondents had previous experience with group works in their

university education (both Bachelor and Master’s) and the average group

size was 4. Figure 13.1 below show the distribution of number of group

works that responds had experienced in their previous university education.

Fig. 13.1: Number of groups works students experience in their previous

university education

From the figure, it is clear that students have significant experience with

working in groups in their previous university education.

Table 13.1 below summarizes students experience and perceived ben-

efits of working in groups. In the survey, students are asked if they agree

to a number of statements ("1: I do not agree/No not at all" to 5: "I totally

agree/Yes absolutely and "1: Never" to 5: "Always"). The results show that

students had positive experience with previous group works. Most agreed

with the various benefits (learn new thing, better outcome, good relation-

ships, and team skills) of working in groups. While students had experience

with groups formed by teachers, most of them were not diversity-based. An

interesting result is that students like diverse groups and appreciate the role

of the teacher in facilitating the group process, but they prefer more if they

form their own groups. Yet, they acknowledged that most of the groups

formed by students are less diverse. This is a very interesting dilemma. On
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the one hand students believe that groups with diverse cultural and aca-

demic background are more beneficial in terms of learning outcomes. On

the other hand, they want to form their own groups which ended up be-

coming less-diverse. There could be a number of reasons for this dilemma.

First, although students perceived an advantage in diversity-based exoge-

nous groups the transaction costs may be very high to justify these bene-

fits. These costs may be in the form of communication problem and free

riding by some students. Second, it could be that students benefit from pro-

cess based learning outcomes such as better communication and team work

skills, but not in terms of actual learning outcomes (e.g., as proxied by final

grades). This may suggest that teachers should pay attention to the group

process. Teachers could facilitate the group process mitigating communi-

cation problems and misunderstanding as well as direct groups towards

achieving both process based and final learning outcomes. For instance,

teachers could encourage groups to use Absalon in facilitating group works

to which the teacher could monitor and intervene whenever it is necessary.

Table 13.1: Experience, benefits, and challenges of working in groups

Questions N mean sd min max

I have had very positive experiences with group work 10 3,20 0,79 2 4

Benefits of group works
Better learning outcomes 10 3,30 1,06 2 5

Lean new things 10 3,70 0,95 2 5

Develop good relationships 10 3,50 0,85 2 4

Develop team skills 10 3,60 0,70 2 4

Formation of groups
Student formed groups are less diverse 10 3,60 1,35 1 5

Teacher should facilitate group process 10 3,70 0,82 2 5

I like groups of diverse groups 10 3,50 0,85 2 5

I prefer student-formed groups 10 3,60 0,97 2 5

I like diversity-based exogenous group formation 10 3,00 1,25 1 5

Experience with diversity-based exogenous group formation
In previous group works, the teacher formed groups 10 3,00 1,15 2 5

Previous groups follow diversity-based exogenous group formation 10 2,50 1,08 1 4

The results from the second round survey, in which I ask them specifi-

cally about the group process employed in the course “Advanced Develop-

ment Economics”, are presented in Table 13.2 below. These results are in
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line with those in Table 13.1 that working in groups help learn new things,

develop team skills and relationships. However, unlike in Table 13.1, stu-

dents have now a clear preference for diversity-based exogenous group for-

mation.

Table 13.2: Perceptions and benefits of diversity-based exogenous group

formation in the course “Advanced Development Economics”

Questions N mean sd min max

I have had very positive experiences with group 

work 8 3,38 0,92 2 5

Perceived benefits 
Lean new things 8 3,38 0,74 2 4

Develop good relationships 8 3,75 0,46 3 4

Develop team skills 8 3,13 0,64 2 4

Diversity-based exogenous group formation
I like that the group was a mix of diverse 

academic and cultural background 8 3,63 1,41 2 5

I would have preferred a group formed 

by the students themselves 8 2,88 1,81 1 5

 

Students were also asked to give opinion regarding benefits and chal-

lenges of working in groups. Communication problems (attitude and ac-

cent), free riding, hyper-perfectionist students, diverse working styles and

academic background are mentioned as challenges of working in group.

Students specifically mentioned diverse opinions, opportunity to learn

from each other, feeling of “not excluded”, and a better integrated class

room as benefits of working in a group composed of diverse academic and

cultural background. For instance, one respondent wrote “Get a more dif-
ferentiated perspective on the topic, exchange experience and understand
how other governments and institutions work.”

However, students also mentioned that diversity-based exogenously

formed groups require more time before they function properly, particu-

larly given the diversity in the level of education and communication prob-

lems. One student pointed that “Schedule is a big issue when we have block
system, since it’s very hard to find time out side of class to work together
(if necessary). Academic level is also a problem if people have different
levels of experience working in stata, the topics etc. This is also a prob-
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lem for people with less experience since it can be difficult to "catch up"
and be a good group member when the others might initially know much
more than you, making your learning outcome less”. This is in line with

the idea that teachers could play an important role, potential by employ-

ing technology (e.g., Absalon), in facilitating and monitoring functioning

of diversity-based group works. Finally, the average grade for the course

is found to be higher compared to the same course in the previous year. It

is true that differences in the composition of student could play a role in

the average grade difference. For instance, if this year’s participants have

better background on microeconomics and mircoeconometrics, which are

the pre-requests of the course, the average grade could be higher. While it

is difficult to disentangle the effect of the group work formation on the fi-

nal grade from student composition, a particularly higher grade in the term

paper points to the role of the group formation. This is particularly because

the term paper is the part of the course that is most likely to be affected by

the group work. Although it has to be written individually, the activities in

the group works are directly linked to the requirements in the term paper.

Conclusion

Working in group can help students achieve the intended learning outcomes

a course (Astin et al., 1993; Tinto, 1987). It can help students develop com-

munication abilities, relationships and team skills which are also impor-

tant later in professional life (Mannix & Neale, 2005; Caruso & Williams

Woolley, 2008). However, working in group has its own challenges, such as

communication issues, that might negatively influence teaching and learn-

ing process. The type, size, and structure of groups also seem to have an

effect on whether students reap the mentioned benefits.

In this paper, I investigate whether the way groups are formed (by stu-

dents themselves or formed by the teacher on the basis of diversity) has an

effect on students’ experience and perceived benefits. I conducted a small

experiment by implementing diversity-based exogenous group formation in

my course “Advanced Development Economics” which was given to mas-

ter’s students. I collected a baseline data right before the groups are formed

and a follow-up data at the end of the course in an online survey. I find

that student like working in groups of diverse academic and cultural back-

ground formed by the teacher. Participants mentioned that working in group

helped them learn new things, develop better relationship, communication
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and team skills. Moreover, the average grade (a proxy for better learning

outcomes) is higher as compared to the average grade of the course in the

previous year. However, students mentioned that such groups need time be-

fore they function properly and this may be a problem in block system.

They suggest that this could be improved if the teacher facilitates the group

process, especially at the beginning. This call for the role of the teacher in

facilitating and monitoring group process and activities, for instance, using

Absalon.

While the results from this project shade light on the role of diversity-

based group formation, it is very difficult to conclude based on such small

sample. Moreover, this group formation may be course/context dependent.

Thus, future studies that include a larger representative sample are needed

before arriving at conclusion.
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