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Abstract 
Traditional educational paradigms are progressively being replaced by emerging technology 
supported models across the globe today. Flipped classroom and blended learning models are 
increasingly becoming popular particularly in the higher education sector, as they are believed to 
promote greater student engagement and productive use of class time. For their success, such 
models are dependent on students’ attitude and ability to engage in active learning, inside and outside 
the classroom, individually and collectively. Collective learning strategies demand a high level of 
student interaction by active learning through participation in collaborative group assignments and 
peer-led learning activities during and outside the class-time. This paper examines students’ attitudes 
towards collaborative learning, their perception on the criteria for successful teamwork and the 
challenges they face, and provides recommendations for enhancing collaborative learning. Survey 
research methods, focus groups, and informal interviews have been used to conduct the research. 
This study draws on the experiences of undergraduate students of the five-year Architecture program 
at Qatar University. Results indicate that students do not have positive perceptions or experiences 
associated with group work. Critical factors that affect collaborative learning in higher education in the 
Middle East both positively and negatively have been identified. Recommendations for improving 
collaborative work experience have been proposed. 

Keywords: Group work, Student experience, Higher education, Collaborative learning, Qatar, 
Architecture, Female. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Traditional educational paradigms are progressively being replaced by emerging technology 
supported models across the globe today. Flipped classroom and blended learning models are 
increasingly becoming popular particularly in the higher education sector, as they are believed to 
promote greater student engagement and productive use of class time. For their success, such 
models are dependent on students’ attitude and ability to engage in active learning, inside and outside 
the classroom, individually and collectively. Collective learning strategies demand a high level of 
student interaction by active learning through participation in collaborative group assignments during 
and outside the class-time. Flipped classroom models are accordingly argued to be more effective 
than the traditional lecture-based model as they promote active learning by encouraging students to 
work on in collaborative tasks and peer-led learning during the class-time [1, 2]. These models are 
currently being promoted in Qatar University as in other higher learning institutions as emerging 
paradigms of education targeting the ‘21st-century learners’. 

Typically, academic collaborative work can range from quick-thinks with a partner during a lecture to 
group projects that last for the entire duration of a course [3]. Collaborative work is believed to have 
several advantages over individual work in that they help to develop personal skills as well as social 
skills which are valuable assets in their prospective professional careers translate as Group work is 
said to promote creativity and improve teamwork skills, self-confidence, time management skills and 
problem-solving skills [4]. Group work is also supposed to provide opportunities to share experiences 
and work with people with different personalities and from diverse cultures which in turn teaches 
students ways to deal with conflicts and improve interpersonal skills. Researchers have argued that all 
these benefits make group work invaluable as they will prepare students to work in a culturally diverse 
environment and make them highly sought after by employers [5]. Even if students don’t gain any 
skills, studies have asserted that students will embrace group work as a welcome change from the 
monotony of the lecture-based classes and the tense test taking environment [3]. 

However, research has shown that students dislike even low stakes clicker polls that are used in-
between the lecture. In fact, due to students’ strong negative attitudes towards group work, there is 
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even a term coined to describe it – “group hate”. Previous studies have found that one of the most 
serious problems that students face with group work are motivational issues. The three major ones are 
social loafing/ free riding [6-8] and sucker effect [9-11].  

A free rider is a non-performing and uncommitted member of the group who still benefits from the 
fruits of the labor of the other group members without any cost to him/herself [9]. Social loafers, on the 
other hand, feel isolated from the rest of the group members. Due to being unnoticed in a group task, 
they are reluctant to participate and reduce their effort [6, 7]. Often social loafing leads to free riding. 
Since the two problems are related, the terms are used interchangeably in many studies. Free riding is 
a problem caused by a team member who is uncommitted to the group, while social loafing is caused 
due to reluctance of the team member to participate in the group work. Both these behaviors of 
uncommitted team members lead to a retaliatory response from the committed and normally hard 
working students of the group called ‘sucker effect’ [8, 9].  

Sucker effect occurs in reaction to the presence of free riders in a group. Studies show that competent 
students do not mind covering for a group member, who they genuinely feel is less competent. But, if 
they feel that they are being made subject to free riding by others in the group, often referred to as 
“suckers”, they will respond by becoming free riders themselves. It appears that competent students 
would rather fail as a group than be “suckers”. This tendency is so strong and has been found to be 
the root cause of procrastination in a lot of group projects [9-11].  

In the past, the student body was largely culturally homogenous. But nowadays, globalization and the 
large influx of international students to universities all over the world have resulted in their having an 
increasingly diverse student body. Issues due to this changing composition, have been loosely 
grouped under the term “othering”. Othering has been defined as “a process by which an in-group (us) 
distances itself from an out-group (them) based on negative stereotypes” [12]. The term “others” is 
applied not only to other nationalities but also to any group that is perceived as different. Researchers 
have studied the problem of othering in intercultural groups in many countries such as South Africa [5], 
Australia [12], Britain [13], and United States [14]. Despite the fact that an intercultural group can help 
one to develop good interpersonal and negotiation skills, studies suggest that students lean towards 
choosing group members from a background that is similar to their own. Students who could benefit 
the most from being exposed to an intercultural experience seem to be the most enthusiastic ones to 
avoid such groups [12]. Othering is a grave issue as it can lead to social loafing and free riding. This is 
turn can lead to the sucker effect.  

Since the success of emerging educational paradigms such as blended learning and flipped 
classrooms rely on the success of group work and collaborative learning, it is important that the 
students’ negative attitudes towards group work (group-hate) and the challenges they face are 
addressed. While there is a lot of research regarding the major challenges in group work that students 
in the West face, there are few such studies from the Middle East. This study investigates the attitudes 
and challenges in group work as perceived by female undergraduate students of Architecture studying 
in a gender segregated university in Qatar. The study will also check for the existence of 'othering' and 
any other challenges in the socio-cultural context of the Middle East. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Mixed methods approach involving the collection, analysis, and integration of both qualitative and 
quantitative data has been used in this study. Qualitative data has been used to supplement and 
enhance the information obtained using the quantitative methods. By encouraging people to elaborate 
on their reasons for their survey responses and through discussions regarding their concerns, 
qualitative research is able to provide a better understanding of certain subtle and complex aspects of 
group work, which were not easily understood by utilizing quantitative research methods alone.  

Survey questionnaires have been used to collect the quantitative data. Questions addressed several 
aspects of group work such as a) attitudes and group creation preferences, b) methods used to 
organise work, delegate responsibilities and monitor deliverables and c) challenges faced. A 5-point 
Likert scale has been used to measure students’ attitudes, perceptions and challenges regarding 
group work. A combination of forced preference ranking order, multiple choice, and open-ended 
questions were used to collect students’ group work preferences, their past group work experiences 
and roles as group members, views on working in culturally diverse groups, their criteria for successful 
teamwork, and their recommendations to improve collaborative work. Qualitative data was collected 
by means of multiple focus groups and informal interviews. It helped to understand the rationale 
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behind students’ various preferences, attitudes, and perceptions regarding group work better; and to 
collect their recommendations and insights to improve collaborative learning. 

The study targeted all students of Architecture major at Qatar University except the freshmen. Since 
this study was focussed on examining group work in higher education, the first-year students were 
excluded as many of them had no previous experience of participating in a group work at a higher 
education level. Since the program is a female-only program, all the participants were female. 
Students were between 18-24 years old and were from 17 different nationalities. The data was 
collected after informing students about the intentions and purpose of the study. They were assured 
that their participation was voluntary and that the data collected would be anonymous and kept 
confidential.   

The survey was distributed to all second, third, fourth and fifth-year students studying at the 
Architecture program at Qatar University. Out of the 120 students, 90 students completed the survey. 
Focus group were conducted with a group of 7-10 students every semester for 2 years as part of 
different courses to understand students’ perceptions better. 10 informal interviews were also 
conducted. The participants of the focus group and informal interview were also a mix of second, third, 
fourth and fifth-year students. 

Data analysis was performed using Excel statistical functions. Chi-Square test of independence with a 
significance level of 0.5 was used to determine if there was a statistically significant association 
between variables.  

3 RESULTS 
In this section, the key findings that have emerged from the investigation of students’ perceptions and 
attitudes towards group work, the main challenges they face in group work, the criteria for successful 
teamwork, and recommendations for enhancing collaborative work from the students’ perspective are 
discussed.  

3.1 Students’ perceptions and attitudes towards group work 
Findings suggest that, given a choice, only 39% of the students prefer to complete an assignment as a 
group work whereas 61% prefer to complete it individually.  

3.1.1 Reasons for choosing group work or individual work 

Students were asked to list the reasons they preferred for completing a work individually or in a group 
See Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Reasons for choosing group work or individual work. 
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79% students felt that completing a work individually resulted in a better outcome as they could avoid 
potential personal and scheduling conflicts that might arise in group work. 67% preferred it as they felt 
that it allowed them to obtain a higher grade. 64% students said individual assignments helped them 
to better manage time and work, 61% said it helped them to meet deadlines, while 59% said they 
preferred it given their past experience with group work. It also emerged from the focus group 
discussions that group work did not allow early starters to begin work as early as they wanted to, and 
interfered in the way they personally scheduled the various assignments that they had to complete, 
particularly when they chose to complete some before commencing the rest.  

The main advantage that students found in favour of group work was that it allowed them to put less 
effort to complete an assignment (73%) and that it allowed them to spend less time on the assignment 
(66%) when compared to if they were completing the assignment individually. These results are 
statistically significant at P<0.001. Interestingly, it was found that students who perceived individual 
assignments to lead to a higher grade had a slightly higher GPA (mean GPA=3.1, S.D=0.46) than their 
counterparts who perceived group work to result in a higher grade (mean GPA=2.7, S.D=0.38).  

Students did not think that quality of work was dependent on whether they completed the assignment 
individually or in a group. They also did not think that either working as group or individual had distinct 
advantages in building confidence or learning to take responsibilities.  

3.1.2 Preference for group work in different Architectural courses 

Students in architecture typically have three types of courses in which group assignments are given: 
Theory, Design and Materials/Construction. Preference to work in groups was found to vary with the 
type of course. Nearly half of the students preferred to work individually in architectural design courses 
with the rest being nearly equally divided between those who preferred to work as a group and no 
clear preference. Focus group discussions revealed that as design is a highly creative endeavour, 
students tended to personalise it more than other coursework leading to difficulties in working in 
groups. In collaborative design exercises where the design was divided into interdependent sections, 
students found that the varying paces of work by different students affected the work of others to move 
forward and complete the work with the quality they desired within the allotted time frame. On the 
other hand, it was found that nearly half of the students preferred to work in groups in materials and 
construction courses. Focus groups revealed that work in these courses had either hands-on 
construction projects which are difficult to complete individually or had drawings to be made which 
were independent of input from other students. Working on independent parts to complete the whole 
assignment meant that individual work was unaffected by the pace and quality of work of other group 
members. Moreover, individual inputs can be clearly assessed by instructors and hence negative 
behaviour in contributing to group work is lower in these courses. P value calculated was 0.032 which 
is less than 0.05 suggesting that the results are statistically valid. However, in theory courses, most of 
the students did not seem to have a clear preference for either mode of work. 

3.1.3 Preference for modes of communication 

 
Figure 2: Preferred means of communication. 

Students were also asked about their preferred mode of communication while collaborating in a group 
work (Figure 2). 27% preferred to converse over telephone, 24% preferred social media (WhatsApp, 
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Facebook), 14% preferred emails while 35% preferred physical face to face meeting. It was not 
surprising to note that 65% of the students preferred indirect meetings given that they are ‘21st-century 
natives’. Focus groups revealed that the largest preference for any individual mode was still the 
physical face to face meeting particularly when the group had several members. Indirect modes are 
used when scheduling common meeting times become challenging due to conflicts between individual 
class schedules of group members. Since classes in the architecture department extend until 6 pm, 
finding a common time is further complicated as there are cultural-gender aspects that discourage 
students from working late in university. Meeting other students outside university campus in third 
places or at group members’ homes is also discouraged.   

3.2 Challenges in group work 
Table 1 shows student perceptions on what they believe are the major challenges to group work 
(P<0.001).  

3.2.1 Challenges of social loafing/ free riding and Sucker effect 

63% of the students seem to agree that “variation in the level of effort and input by team members” 
which is commonly referred to as social loafing/free riding is the greatest challenge in group work. This 
observation on negative behavior is further strengthened by the fact that 51% of the students believe 
that not adhering to individual task deadlines is the next largest challenge. Nearly half of the students 
also felt that the irresponsible attitude of such members adversely affected the morale of the whole 
group. Previous studies have also shown that social loafing to be one of the biggest challenges when 
it comes to group work [6-8]. There also seems to be evidence of the “sucker effect” [9-11] as 49% 
claim that the irresponsible attitude of the free riders affects the morale of others.  

Focus group discussions on this with a group of students belonging to different levels revealed an 
interesting difference in the response of the students. The students at lower levels were clearly irked 
by the attitude of the social loafers and those who handed in the poor work and reported that they 
would avoid working in teams with such students in the future. One of the third-year students with 
multiple experiences said “I once was in a group with girls who would work but achieved no results, 
never panicked that work should be finished or respected deadlines. Somehow, I became like them. I 
was careless which was odd. I would never ignore deadlines and not feel stressed; but shockingly I 
was careless!!” This transformation of students through group work experience can be best seen 
through the account of a graduating student who said “Through my 5 years’ experience, I went 
through many cases that made me in my first years realize that working alone is way better than 
working in groups because of the laziness of some students or their un-enthusiasm for work. But when 
I got older, I knew that these situations that I have been through have made me become the person 
who I am today.”	  

Table 1.  Major group work challenges as perceived by students. 

0 Disagree Agree Neutral 
Personality clashes 47% 25% 28% 
Conflict of opinion 22% 47% 31% 
Not adhering to individual task deadlines 23% 51% 26% 
Difficulties in decision making due to large number of members 23% 41% 36% 
Inability to focus on tasks due to friendship between team-mates (Having fun…) 58% 25% 17% 
Difficulty in common meeting time due to schedule conflict of team-mates 26% 60% 14% 
Lack of flexible time and place of meeting due to cultural-gender issues 24% 65% 11% 
Variation in academic standing among members 40% 25% 34% 
Variation in level of effort and input by team members 18% 63% 18% 
Poor ethics (lying, cheating by some team members)  51% 29% 19% 
Difficulties due to dominance of some team members 40% 22% 38% 
Poor contribution due to personal problems and passivity of some team members 49% 23% 27% 
Misunderstanding due to poor communication between members 34% 35% 31% 
Irresponsible attitude of some members affecting the morale of others 35% 49% 17% 
Feeing ignored or left out because the other members are friends 61% 25% 14% 
Cultural differences 86% 6% 8% 
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3.2.2 Challenges of ‘Othering’ 

86% of the students do not think cultural differences are a major challenge when it comes to group 
work. Even though there were 14 different nationalities among the 76 surveyed students, all but 5 
students (from India, Pakistan, Philippines and Bangladesh) are native Arabic speakers. This can be 
the reason why there is less evidence for “othering” seen in this study unlike other studies with large 
influx of international students [12-14]. However, even the non-Arabic speaking students (5 students) 
have all disagreed with finding cultural differences or othering as a major challenge to group work. 
Focus group discussions revealed that this was because these students though belonging to diverse 
cultures have been born and raised in Qatar. Hence, they do not perceive themselves as ‘others’ 
despite language barriers. Homogeneity of the student population was further evident from the fact 
that 61% of the students voiced that did not feel ignored or left out in the group despite other members 
of the group being prior friends. 

3.2.3 Challenges at different work stages 

To further understand the issues in group work, students were also asked to rank when they faced 
maximum problems in a group work- the beginning, middle or the end of the project.  The highest 
proportion of students (60%) felt that maximum conflicts occurred in the middle of the project timeline. 
They explained that this was due to the irresponsibility of some of the members towards their tasks 
which ended up frustrating the conscientious students in the group. The next most contentious time 
was at the end of the project. They said if problems in the middle phase of the project are not 
resolved, the conscientious students often fall victim to the sucker effect and procrastinate along with 
the free riders. This often resulted in tensions and quarrels at the end of the project when the group is 
unable to meet project deadlines or deliver a poor-quality work. Least amount of conflicts were found 
to arise at the beginning of the project. These were often due to disagreement on the modalities to 
proceed with the work assignment. These results are consistent with our earlier finding that social 
loafing/ free riding and the sucker effect seems to be the major cause for conflicts in group work. 

3.2.4 Challenges in scheduling meeting times 

A major challenge identified by the students was the difficulty in finding a common meeting time due to 
conflicting individual schedules (60%) and due to the cultural-gender issues (65%).  A large chunk of 
the academic curriculum in the Architecture major is devoted to long design studio hours which often 
end at around 6 pm. When this is combined with general courses and electives to be taken from other 
departments, the common meeting slots available become severely limited. The students in the major 
are all females and a large majority do not drive. Further, due to cultural aspects of the Middle East 
culture, students are not permitted by the university or family to stay late at the university. Again, due 
to the conservative culture, many national students are not permitted to go to other students’ houses 
or meet at public places in which case they should be accompanied by a maid. This severely limits 
their ability to meet as a team to undertake the collaborative work. 

3.2.5 Challenges due to team size 
 It was found that conflicts of opinions that arise with other members (47%) and difficulty in making 
decisions in large groups (41%) are the other major challenges faced by the students. Hence, there is 
a preference for working in small groups to reduce the negative influences on group work  

3.3 Student Criteria for forming teams for successful group work 

 
Figure 3: Teammate preference. 
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77% of the surveyed students said that they preferred to choose their own teammates when forming a 
group while the remaining 23% preferred the groups to be chosen by the instructor. However, focus 
group discussions revealed that in the first year they prefer to be in groups formed by the instructor 
primarily because they are freshmen with few acquaintances. 

Interestingly, when choosing teammates, 60% of the students said they would choose hard workers 
while another 28% said they would choose someone keen/clever while none were interested in 
teammates with just good speaking skills (Figure 3). Surprisingly, only 12% said they would choose 
their friends (Figure 3). This again suggests that students’ biggest concern when choosing teammates 
seem to be to avoid free riders/social loafers.  

Irrespective of the project size, students seemed to prefer small groups (Figure 4). 56% of the 
students said they preferred groups of 2 students while 24% said they preferred groups of 3 students. 
Another 18% said they preferred groups of 4-6 students while 2% said they preferred groups of 6-7 
students. Perhaps this was again to avoid the challenges pointed out in 3.2.5. 

 
Figure 4: Preferred number of members in a group. 

When students were asked to rank the given 6 criteria of successful group work in order of 
importance, the majority (65%) agreed that the most important criterion was “good collaboration 
among team members”. This was followed by “responsible attitude of the members towards the 
assigned tasks”, “efficient time management and sticking to deadlines”, “ability to resolve conflicts 
internally”, “appropriate work division according to skills of the team members” and lastly “having a 
strong leader”. Thus, it appears that students value good collaboration skills to be of greater 
importance than strong leadership skills. Yet, when asked what role they played in a group, 60% 
identified themselves as being a strong leader while only 16% identified themselves as a hard-working 
group member who completed the work assigned to them in the best manner. Another 12% identified 
themselves as persons with good inter-personal skills capable of resolving conflicts, while only 2% 
identified themselves as idea generators. This reveals that students perceive group work as 
appropriate for non-creative and run-of-the-mill work. This is also perhaps why they vehemently 
oppose group work in the Architectural design studios. 

 
Figure 5: Main objective from group work. 
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Students were also surveyed to understand what they perceived as their most important gains from 
participating in group work (Figure 5). 51% of the students said their main objective was to get a high 
grade by delivering superior quality work, 12% said it was to be a leader, 18% of students said their 
objective was to share experiences, learn and develop skills, 8% said it was to improve interpersonal 
skills and make new friends, 11% said it was to finish the work as quickly as possible. It is, therefore, 
clear that students are very objective in what they want out of group work: high grades. Perhaps this is 
the reason for the high-graders to prefer to do individual work. The rewards in terms of improved 
social and professional skills are not perceived by students as important takeaways from group work. 

3.4 Student recommendations for successful group work 
66% of the students feel that the most important way to deal with social loafers and free riders would 
be to have clearly defined tasks and deadlines. Team members responsible for each part of the work 
should be clearly identified. 12% of the students feel that it is very important to have the minutes of 
team meetings recorded, so the instructor can identify the free riders in the group. 18% feel that it is 
important that the instructor be regularly updated with a periodic progress report. Only 4% believe the 
best solution is to report the free rider to the instructor. Focus group discussions revealed that 
students believed that such reporting would only lead to their being labelled as ‘bad managers’ by the 
instructors and it would affect them adversely. They also believe that most instructors were unwilling to 
interfere or resolve such problems and as one student said, ‘in any case what solution can they 
provide’. Further, they fear that such reporting on non-cooperative students could also reflect 
negatively on their group grades.  

When faced with the issue of dealing with free riders, the highest proportion of the students (50%) said 
they would ask a group member to redo a below quality work the first time, but they admitted that if the 
work still remained below quality, they would redo it themselves because their grades are at stake. 
12% of the students said that they would redo the work themselves first time around and assign the 
concerned group member another task. 33% claimed that they would give the member benefit of 
doubt and work with the group member and guide them in raising the level of work up to the required 
quality. Only 5% seemed to experience the sucker effect, being prepared to submit the work as 
completed by the team.  

 
Figure 6: Dealing with free riders. 

Even though one of the goals of group work is that weak students strengthen their skills with the help 
of teammates who possess stronger skills, 61% of the students reported that they are inclined to 
assign weaker students, tasks commensurate to their skills in order to obtain the best output within the 
available time. Only 20% are prepared to coach weaker teammates to develop their skills. 19% report 
willingness to share resources with the weaker students to enable self-improvement. These results are 
aligned with the findings in 3.3 which suggest that the primary motive and benefits from group work 
from a students’ perspective is to obtain higher grades rather than coaching or improving skills of 
weaker teammates. 
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Figure 7: Dealing with weaker students. 

4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
Flipped classroom and blended learning models are increasingly becoming popular particularly in the 
higher education sector, as they are believed to promote greater student engagement and productive 
use of class time. For their success, such models are dependent on students’ attitude and ability to 
engage in active learning, inside and outside the classroom, individually and collectively. Collective 
learning strategies demand a high level of student interaction by active learning through participation 
in collaborative group assignments during and outside the class-time. 

While there is a lot of research on the major challenges in group work that students in the West face, 
there are few such studies from the Middle East. The purpose of this study, was to investigate the 
attitudes, perceptions and challenges in groupwork as perceived by the female undergraduate 
students of Architecture studying at a gender separated university in Qatar and to suggest 
recommendations.  

The study’s methodology involved analysis of both quantitative (surveys) and qualitative (focus 
groups, informal interview) collected from students enrolled in the undergraduate architecture program 
at Qatar University. Analysis indicates that in general students enrolled in the program do not have 
positive perceptions or experiences associated with group work.  

Evidence of problems such as social loafing, free riding and sucker effect were observed. This is 
similar to those observed in the West. However, despite the substantial number of international 
students, evidence of ‘othering’ was not observed. This may be due to the fact that despite a large 
number of international students, the majority of the students were from Arabic-speaking countries and 
were culturally more similar to the domestic students than those in Western studies. Focus groups 
revealed that the students still preferred the physical face-to-face meeting, particularly when the group 
had several members. Indirect modes of communication were used only when scheduling common 
meeting times became challenging, due to conflicts between individual class schedules of group 
members. Since classes in the Architecture department often extended until 6 pm, finding a common 
meeting time was further complicated, due to cultural and gender-related behavioural norms that 
discouraged students from working late in university. Meeting other students outside the university 
campus in ‘Third places’ or at group members’ homes is also discouraged. Students also prefer to 
work in small groups of two or three and prefer hard working and cooperative students over friends or 
strong leaders. However, the majority seem to identify themselves as strong leaders who organize and 
manage the project rather than hard working and cooperative members of the group. While they are 
inclined to ask a group member to redo a below quality work the first time, they admit that if the work 
still remains below quality, they would redo it themselves because grades are at stake. This, however, 
makes them resent group work and creates group-hate. Students suggest that a mandatory recording 
of meeting minutes and clarity in the assignment of tasks and deadlines will help to keep social loafing 
and free riding in check. They also suggest that instructors require regular progress reports, 
incorporate peer grading and clear identification of individual contributions by team members, so that 
an individual assessment within group work is possible and students can be rewarded according to 
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their contribution to the completed work.  They believe that these changes could help to make group 
work more effective. 
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