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Abstract 
Group work presents both opportunities and challenges in the asynchronous online environment. Yet, 
small group interactions have been used to increase active cooperative learning [1]. To foster more 
engagement, student satisfaction and better learning results, we have implemented a number of tools 
in our online courses at the University of New England (UNE). This research elicited feedback from 
specific student groups regarding these tools and has provided strategic considerations for curriculum 
development and course design, particularly regarding implementation of student engagement and 
group activities. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
As enrollment in online programs at the University of New England (UNE) is rapidly growing, we strive 
to maintain a high level of quality while encouraging student interactions in the asynchronous 
environment. Student success is increased by forming human connections (e.g., through peer 
instruction [2]), and small group work is a way to structure student-to-student interactions to promote 
participation, cooperation, and collaboration by building connections (social presence [3]). 

UNE Online offers six matriculated graduate programs and one undergraduate non-matriculated 
program. The matriculated, fully online programs include the Masters of Social Work (MSW-O), 
program. The non-matriculated, fully online program is the Science Prerequisites for Health 
Professions (SPHP) program. This program consists of prerequisite courses in content areas such as 
chemistry, biology, physics, anatomy, physiology, etc., that students often need to master before they 
can be admitted to a graduate program in the health sciences. Courses in this program can be taken a 
la carte, as needed, with no admissions process or requirements.  

Matriculated online programs at UNE are asynchronous, year-round (three-semester) academic 
degree programs with two 8-week terms per semester. These master’s level programs aim to provide 
students with opportunities to engage with content and peers, as well as instructors, in a traditional 
scheduled format. They may be required to work with peers in groups or as a whole class on a variety 
of projects. In their course evaluations, both students and instructors have shared that the level of 
satisfaction with group work/peer work or lack thereof varies and affects their overall learning 
experience and student performance.  

Courses in the Science Prerequisites program offer rolling enrollment with two start dates per month. 
These courses are designed to be 16 weeks in length, but can be completed early by motivated 
students. Because of this self-paced format, students are in different places within the course at any 
given time, making student engagement and group work a challenge. Students have often indicated in 
their course evaluations that peer connections are important to them and they welcome opportunities 
to interact with other students. Currently, engagement in these courses consists of interactions via 
assigned discussion board topics and in the virtual “student lounge” area, opportunities to share their 
own formative assessment questions to prepare for the midterm and final exams, and 
sharing/receiving feedback from their peers on experiment design by posting photos and videos of 
their set up and sharing collected data. 

The intent of our research was to determine factors that help create a community among students 
enrolled in online courses. Online education is meant to overcome geographical distances and bring 
students together. However, providing a virtual classroom space for enrolled students does not 
necessarily create a community of learners. The most common tools used to build community in our 
online courses are discussion forums and small group projects. Our study focused on the group 
experience. We set out to collect detailed feedback regarding student satisfaction with group work 
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experiences in online courses (both undergraduate and graduate level) and elicit ideas to inform future 
course design in both matriculated and non-matriculated, self-paced settings.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
To conduct our research, we sent identical surveys in early September 2016 to nearly 3000 students 
enrolled in the non-matriculated SPHP program and approximately 900 students enrolled in the 
matriculated MSW-O program. In total, 205 students from the SPHP program responded  
(~7% response rate), while 140 responded overall from the MSW-O program (~16% response rate). In 
addition to asking participants to use a Semantic Differential Scale to rate their experiences working in 
groups and asking them to select all that applied to them from a list of words and phrases associated 
with their experiences, the survey also provided a means for students to share their ideas in narrative 
form for what would have made their experience a more positive one. 

Within the MSW-O program, three surveys were sent. Each of these surveys contained the exact 
same questions, but the responses were color-coded to identify the specific group to which the student 
belonged. The reason was that students in two subgroups were directed to respond based on their 
experience in a particular course that they had just completed during the Summer semester of 2016. 

The first subgroup of students was selected because they had just completed a course focused 
specifically on working in groups that had incorporated a very structured group project. Our premise 
was that, with the purpose of the group work explicit in this course, the experience would be more 
intentional, and hypothetically more positive. From this subgroup (referred to in figures as “groups 
course”), 8 responses were received (out of 67 survey recipients). The second subgroup (18 
respondents out of 74 survey recipients) was selected because the students had just completed a 
course in which they were required to participate in a group wiki project (referred to in figures as “wiki 
project”). This wiki project, however, lacked scaffolding and simply asked that students collaborate on 
a common project without offering much structure or defining roles. 

The remaining 114 responses were received from the general population of students enrolled in the 
MSW-O program. This third group, along with students surveyed in the SPHP program, was directed 
to respond to the survey questions based on their general experience of working in groups within any 
of their online courses, whether at UNE or elsewhere.  

When categorizing data received from questions using the Semantic Differential Scale, we considered 
responses of 4 and 5 to be positive, 1 and 2 to be negative, and 3 to be neutral. Analyzing these data 
to inform course design and to support the inclusion of student engagement and group activities within 
our online courses, we considered responses of 3, 4, and 5 to be favorable. 

The information obtained from the surveys was graphed and analyzed in order to see patterns, 
commonalities, and differences among the student groups. Because of our small sample size and the 
qualitative nature of our research, we did not conduct any statistical analysis. 

3 RESULTS 
Student responses were analyzed first in aggregate to get an overall picture of the attitudes of our 
online students towards group work and then were looked at according to the individual groups from 
which the responses were received. 

Overall, when students were asked, “Thinking of your past experience with group projects or groups in 
general, in an online course, how would you rate your experience?”, 41% of students responded 
positively, compared to 31% who responded on the negative end of the scale, and 28% who remained 
neutral (Fig.1). Separating out these data to consider the responses of matriculated students 
separately from non-matriculated students, we found that 47% of matriculated students reported 
positive experiences towards group work compared to 32% of non-matriculated students. Meanwhile, 
27% of the total matriculated population responded negatively with 26% remaining neutral, while 37% 
of the non-matriculated students reported negative feelings towards group work with 31% remaining 
neutral. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of responses to the question, “Thinking of your past experience with group projects or 

groups in general, in an online course, how would you rate your experience?” 

When looking at the responses from the three subgroups within the matriculated MSW-O students, 
data show that, overall, students have had favorable experiences with online groups. To better 
understand their feedback, we looked at each of the subgroups individually. 50% of students thinking 
about their experience specifically in the course focused on groups (labelled Groups course on Fig.2) 
responded positively about the experience (4 & 5), 25% reported a negative experience (1 & 2), and 
25% remained neutral (3)(Fig.2). Students who had just completed the unstructured wiki project 
(labelled Wiki project on Fig.2), however, were skewed the other way. Of this group, 56% reported 
negative feelings toward their experience, with only 39% reporting positively and 5% remaining neutral 
(Fig. 2). The 114 students who responded in regards to their general group experiences (labelled 
Other Matric on Fig.2) reported mostly positive experiences (48%), with 26% reporting negative 
experiences, and 26% remaining neutral (Fig.2). 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of responses among the three groups to the question “Thinking of your past 
experience with group projects or groups in general, in an online course, how would you rate your 

experience?” 
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When asked the question, “Thinking of your past experience with group projects in general, in an 
online course, how would you rate your experience?”, students overall still reported mostly favorable 
experiences. Looking at responses from the total population of matriculated students vs. non-
matriculated students, we found that 45% of matriculated students responded positively compared to 
39% that responded negatively and 18% who remained neutral (Fig. 3). Among students in the non-
matriculated program, 22% responded positively, compared to 41% negatively and 37% who 
remained neutral (Fig. 3). 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of responses to the question “Has the group format helped you learn from your peers 

and master the concepts of the course better?” 

When asked the question, “Thinking of your past experience with group projects in general, in an 
online course, how would you rate your experience?”, students overall still reported mostly favorable 
experiences. We, again, analyzed these data from each of the three matriculated subgroups (labelled 
Groups course, Wiki project, and Other Matric on Fig. 4). Of the students who had just completed the 
structured project in the groups course, 50% responded positively, 25% negatively, and 25% neutral 
(Fig.4). At 5%, few students who had experienced the wiki project responded neutrally, with 39% 
responding positively and 56% responding negatively (Fig.4). 44% of students in the general 
matriculated population reported positive experiences, with 35% reporting negative experiences, and 
21% remaining neutral (Fig.4). 
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Figure 4. Distribution of responses to the question, “Has the group format helped you learn from your peers 

and master the concepts of the course better?” 

Feedback provided by students in narrative form was coded by theme as shown in Fig. 5. Themes 
included group member selection, communication, group member participation, group size, 
inappropriate environment for a group project, instructor oversight and involvement, clarity and design 
of assignment, no groups – suggestion to exclude all group work, individual grade vs. one group 
grade, time to complete project, group dynamics, and purpose of the project. Assignment design and 
instructions, group member participation in the project (meaning “showing up”, “producing high quality 
contributions”, “commitment”, etc.), having a say in group selection, and communication within the 
group were most frequently mentioned as factors (23%, 20%, 11%, and 10% respectively). In terms of 
the implications for programs, instructor oversight and involvement (including instructor participation, 
providing feedback, checking in and assisting in improving group dynamics), designing a better 
assignment (including clear roles and directions, scaffolding the projects, sequencing assignments in 
the course, allowing for more time for a group project to be completed, etc.) present an immediate 
opportunity. Finally, not all assignments may be appropriate for the online environment and must be 
used only when they lead to the achievement of student learning outcomes (total of 13%, 6% 
suggesting online environment was inappropriate for the project and 6% wished to exclude group work 
altogether). 

 
Figure 5. Distribution of responses to the question, “What would make your group experience better?” 

(coded from narrative responses) 
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The following tables summarize student responses to a number of questions seeking more detailed 
feedback, breaking down the perceived challenges, benefits, and general impressions of the quality of 
student online experience with groups. 

Table 1 summarizes the responses and shows that the two words students most often associate with 
group work are “frustrating” and “disorganized”, while “social” and “connection” are second highest 
overall. 

Table 1.  Which of the following do you associate with your experience with group work?  
(Pick all that apply); results in per cent based on subgroup, rounded 

 Groups Course Wiki Project 
Course 

All others, 
matriculated 

All non-
matriculated 

Disorganized 50 67 48 50 

Frustrating 50 67 58 62 

Social 25 44 38 38 

Connection 37 44 50 31 

Conflict 13 22 22 22 

Energizing 13 17 16 11 

Free ride 13 17 10 22 

Other 25 22 21 7 

Table 2 summarizes the responses and shows that the biggest frustrations with group work appear to 
be difficulty connecting and group member participation, as well as poor quality of contributions by 
peers. Proper communication and group member participation are essential to the group performance 
and experience. It’s curious that a significant number of respondents indicated their dissatisfaction 
with the quality of peer contributions (78% in the Wiki Project Course is the highest); it is somewhat at 
odds with the commonly reported benefits of groups in Table 3 below, which are the opportunity to 
hear other people’s opinions and sharing the workload. 

Table 2.  What were the challenges with the groups in your experience?  
(Pick all that apply); results in per cent based on subgroup, rounded 

 Groups 
Course 

Wiki Project 
Course 

All others, 
matriculated 

All non-
matriculated 

Hard to connect, poor communication 43 61 57 58 

No shows, people not doing their work 14 56 54 54 

Poor quality of contributions by peers 29 78 40 48 

Project not suitable for group work in 
online format or at all 

0 33 20 21 

Overbearing leaders who do all the work 
themselves 

29 11 16 15 

I really work best by myself 29 22 31 37 

Too many opinions 14 0 11 20 

Technical difficulties 29 11 11 17 

Didn't have a say in group selection 29 6 14 8 

The group size was either too big or too 
small for the project 

0 22 6 14 

Just was unlucky with the type of 
groupmates, didn't get along 

14 6 3 14 

Other 57 6 16 12 
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Table 3 summarizes the responses and shows that the biggest benefits perceived by students appear 
to be the opportunity to hear their peers’ opinions, significant importance is attributed to the skill to 
work in groups, dividing the workload, and connecting with people in the group, getting to know their 
groupmates. 

Table 3.  What were the benefits of groups in your experience?  
(Pick all that apply); results in percent based on subgroup, rounded 

 Groups 
Course 

Wiki Project 
Course 

All others, 
matriculated 

All non-
matriculated 

I like to hear others' opinions 25 77 64 57 

Working in groups is a great skill, so I go 
to practice it 

63 35 39 39 

Less workload as it was shared by group 
members 

38 53 49 43 

Allowed for additional interaction with the 
content of the course, deeper 
understanding 

25 29 32 27 

Really great people in my group 50 35 28 8 

Got to know my groupmates (really) well 25 41 34 31 

I like the social aspect of groups 25 41 35 39 

I learned more as a result of the group 
project 

13 6 25 27 

I got to pick my own group 0 0 3 2 

Other 25 12 8 2 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Our research showed that, overall, students find group work valuable and have had positive 
experience with group projects. However, they also report that group work is often frustrating if not 
well-structured and if the project does not allow for multiple roles and/or multiple components. 
Students responded that they find instructor presence a necessity to the group process and reported 
higher satisfaction when the instructor built in specific check points rather than staying out of the 
process until the very end. 

Our findings also revealed that students would like to choose their own group members and like it 
more when they have established connections with their group members which may require either 
additional opportunities to interact within the course or longer time to get to know each other [4]. This 
is especially true because the online classroom often consists of students in multiple time zones with 
various work/family commitments that make common meeting times difficult when the structure of a 
group project inserts a synchronous component into an otherwise asynchronous course.. 

Furthermore, students reported that they like to have a role in peer evaluation and are more anxious 
about group projects when their grade is based on everyone’s contributions and not strictly their own. 
This may be facilitated through better design and scaffolding of the assignments, clearer roles, and 
more frequent check-ins on the part of the instructor. Alternatively, designing assignments where 
group projects result in individual submissions rather than one submission may also address fair grade 
concerns and the free-rider issue, which were some of the reported complaints. 

The impact of student satisfaction with group work on performance and student retention was outside 
of the scope of this study and warrants a separate investigation.  

We believe that the following interventions in order to increase student satisfaction with group work in 
online courses appear promising based on our literature review and analysis of survey responses, and 
invite further research: 

• Group size and members: limit group size to maximum of 3; allow students to choose group 
members or provide more opportunities for students to connect to group mates [4] 
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• Scaffolding: improve structure of a project – ensure project includes a part/role for each 
member, clearly state individual roles, define milestones 

• Instructor participation/oversight: include set checkpoints to account for instructor 
involvement and feedback to students throughout the process 

• Grading: allow for peer evaluation of group members; individual grades – grade students based 
on their own contributions and not strictly as a group 

• Communication: provide means of communication for group members that can be easily to 
access and monitor by the instructor (connection to technology, [4]) 

• Explicit goal: clearly and explicitly indicate the purpose for the group activity and how it 
connects to the course learning outcomes. 
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