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ABSTRACT Existing research on small group learning with high-achieving students has been divided; although
some researchers argue that this technique is detrimental to high-achievers, others endorse benefits for all learners.
The current study aimed to assess whether academic achievement is associated with students’ perspectives on small
group learning. Forty-seven (47) children between the ages of 6-12 years participated in the study by answering
questions pertaining to group learning. Students’ academic achievement was assessed via their report card grades. A
binomial logistic regression failed to find that academic achievement was predictive of the likelihood that students
preferred working alone, however, a second binomial logistic regression discovered that higher achieving students
were more likely to report that they learn better individually as opposed to in groups. This provides additional
context for previous studies, by suggesting that perhaps it is not that high-achievers do not enjoy group work, but
rather, they feel more confident in their individual abilities.

INTRODUCTION

For the last several decades, educational
bodies and professional associations, such as
the National Education Association (2017), have
recommended that teachers make use of small
group learning activities in their classrooms.
Small group learning, which encompasses both
“collaborative” and “cooperative” learning, al-
lows children to work on problems, contribute
ideas, and collaborate to accomplish shared
goals in small peer groups (Cohen 1994; Gillies
2003). While most learning typically involves a
student-teacher interaction, small group learn-
ing promotes interaction between students and
involves working on tasks collaboratively (Webb
1982). Today, small group learning is considered
a favored teaching strategy among both primary
and secondary school teachers and is widely
used from pre-school through to post-second-
ary (Johnson and Johnson 2002). When em-
ployed correctly, the benefits of small group learn-
ing include development of critical thinking skills,
promotion of interpersonal relationships, con-
sideration of alternative perspectives, and prac-
tice justifying viewpoints (Blumenfeld et al. 1996;
Fuchs et al. 2002). Further, implementation of
small group learning activities is viewed as a
cornerstone of inclusive classrooms, as when

properly implemented has been demonstrated
to increase motivation and peer acceptance for
learners of all abilities (Belland et al. 2009).

Although small group learning is a teaching
style that is typically favoured by teachers and
other stakeholders in the educational communi-
ty, some previous studies have questioned its
use with gifted and high-achieving students
(Robinson 1990). As a technique, small group
learning is highly variable in its effectiveness,
given that positive outcomes can be negated by
the nature of the learning task, the participants,
and the amount of structure dictated by the
teacher (Blumenfeld et al. 1996; Gillies 2003;
Montreuil  2016; Webb 1982). Moreover, poorly
organized small group learning activities may
negatively impact classroom dynamics, leaving
low-achieving students feeling isolated and stig-
matized (Blumenfeld et al. 1996) and high-achiev-
ing students feeling over-burdened and exploit-
ed (Robinson 1990). As such, the purpose of
this study was to elucidate the relationship be-
tween achievement and students’ perceptions
of small group learning, by differentiating be-
tween enjoyment and perception of performance
in small group modality. Additionally, few recent
studies have examined the relationship between
achievement and perceptions of small group
learning, thus the current study will provide an
updated appraisal of the existing literature.
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Small Group Learning

Small group learning is a broad term that re-
fers to a variety of teaching strategies which
require two or more students to work together
to complete tasks and/or learn new information.
Among the strategies considered to be under
the umbrella of small group learning are cooper-
ative and collaborative learning. Although these
terms are technically distinct, they are often used
interchangeably by educators and researchers
alike (Chinn 2010). Whilst both collaborative and
cooperative learning share a common goal, to
have students work interdependently in order
to achieve a collective aim, they differ slightly in
their implementation. While cooperative learn-
ing is ideally quite heavily structured by the
teacher, such that each student has a specific
role and the success of the group is dependent
on each individual fulfilling that role, collabora-
tive learning is less methodical and gives the
students more independence in the way that they
organize themselves (Bruffee 1995). Consider-
ing the current study includes the reactions of
high-achieving students to any form of group
learning, the term small group learning will be
employed consistently throughout this paper
to reflect the generality of the research ques-
tion. The terms collaborative and cooperative
learning may be used throughout the literature
review in reference to previous works that spe-
cifically refer to either of these two teaching
strategies.

Small group learning is an integral part of
most modern-day classrooms (Johnson and
Johnson 2009). Usually introduced in the early
elementary school years, it often extends into high
school, and even into post-secondary classrooms
(Slavin 2015). Both researchers and school stake-
holders agree that small group learning has pos-
itive effects on student achievement (Slavin 2015;
Johnson and Johnson 2009). Even students them-
selves tend to report positively on their experi-
ences working in small group modality, describ-
ing enjoyment and fulfillment as a result of their
cooperation (Gillies 2003; Genc 2016).

Although students generally respond favour-
ably to small group learning, research has indi-
cated that both classroom characteristics and
individual differences can impact students’ per-
ceptions and performance. Gillies (2003) under-

scored the importance of classroom characteris-
tics for successful group learning by comparing
student performance and perceptions during
“structured” and “unstructured” small group
learning. The unstructured group was comprised
of teachers who had received no training in small-
group learning implementation, classrooms
which only engaged in small group learning ex-
ercises periodically, and schools that did not
include small group learning as part of their man-
date. Alternatively, the structured group includ-
ed classrooms that engaged in small group learn-
ing at least once a week, and involved teacher-
assigned tasks that necessitated group involve-
ment. Students in the structured group reported
more positively on their learning experience, and
described the group work as being more enjoy-
able in comparison to the students in the un-
structured group. Furthermore, students in the
structured group were more likely to work col-
lectively on the task and demonstrate helping
behaviours.

Other studies have supported Gillies’ (2003)
assertion that situational factors, such as class-
room and task structure, are integral to the suc-
cessful implementation of small group learning.
For instance, Blumenfeld et al. (1996) stated that
the effects of small group learning depend on
the organization of groups and the structure of
the task, and further, that uninformed implemen-
tation of cooperative and collaborative learning
can lead to dysfunctional interactions among
students and an exacerbation of existing status
differences. Similarly, Gillies and Ashman (1998)
discovered that when students were given in-
struction on how to engage with their peers dur-
ing small group learning, they were more likely
to have positive interactions, such as listening,
information sharing, and turn taking. Further-
more, the same students demonstrated more ef-
fective collaboration and commitment to the
group task than those with no prior instruction.

Small Group Learning with High-achievers

Despite these generally favourable assess-
ments of small group learning, the use of this
particular technique with gifted and high-achiev-
ing students remains hotly debated. While cer-
tain studies have found that high-achieving stu-
dents are less likely to report positively on their
experiences working and learning in small
groups (Matthews 1992) and may be more suit-
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ed to other instructional formats (Li and Adam-
son 1992), others have maintained that small
group learning benefits learners of all abilities,
and have found that high-achievers reap many
of the same advantages as other students
(Johnson et al. 1993).

Robinson (1990) for one argues that the use
of cooperative learning as a dominant instruc-
tional strategy precludes high-achievers from
learning new information, and instead simply
reinforces the knowledge they already possess.
Specifically, she suggests that instruction can-
not be individualized to meet the needs of high-
achieving students when these students are
placed in groups with students whose level of
knowledge and understanding is not as ad-
vanced as their own. Further, Robinson (1990)
asserts, based on previous researchers’ concep-
tualizations of cooperative learning (Webb 1982),
that small groups are in fact exploitative of high-
achievers, as other group members rely on their
expertise, which leaves them feeling responsi-
ble for the success of the group. One study as-
sessed the learning preference of gifted second-
ary students and found that cooperative learn-
ing was not the preferred style of learning in any
subject. In fact, when asked to rate their learn-
ing preferences gifted students endorsed a
marked preference for individualistic or compet-
itive learning styles, when compared to cooper-
ative learning styles (Li and Adamson 1992).
Moreover, previous studies have emphasized
the importance of emotions in determining stu-
dents’ level of engagement during cooperative
learning (Linnenbrink-Garcia et al. 2011), thus
providing support for the contention that a base-
line level of enjoyment may be integral to perfor-
mance in small group learning.

Although it was previously taken for grant-
ed that higher-achieving students preferred to
work and learn individually as opposed to in
groups (Neber et al. 2001), more recent studies
have disputed this assertion, and argued that
the circumstances of the small group task influ-
ence the opinions of high-achievers (French et
al. 2011). For instance, high-achievers tend to
report negatively on small group learning when
it occurs in unstructured mixed-ability groups,
and particularly when they feel as though
they’ve taken on the role of tutor (Matthews
1992; Robinson 1990), however, they report a
preference for small group learning when the
task has low stakes and the group is made up of

esteemed peers (Walker and Shore 2015). This
suggests that the nature of the task plays an
important role in student’s perceptions, and that
the issue of employing small group learning with
high-achieving students may be more nuanced
than previously thought.

Other studies have demonstrated that high-
achieving students experience the same cogni-
tive benefits during small group learning as their
peers, for instance, improved recall and high-
level reasoning (Johnson et al. 1993).  More-
over, researchers suggest that when group tasks
involve higher-order reasoning, and students
are encouraged to give thorough explanations
and justify their positions, high-achieving stu-
dents can in fact benefit from mixed ability groups
(Patrick et al. 2005). Further, to the benefit of all
students, frequent classroom implementation of
small group learning has been posited to de-
crease bullying by increasing students’ proso-
cial behaviour, and reducing individualistic pre-
dispositions (Choi et al. 2011).

Objectives

Together, this suggests that small group
learning has variable results and is subject to
changes in efficacy based on a variety of indi-
vidual and situational circumstances. It remains
unclear whether small group learning is preferred
or spurned among high-achievers, as various
respected researchers in the field of education
have continued to disagree on this topic. As such,
the objective of the current study was to further
assess whether academic achievement is associ-
ated with student’s learning preferences. What
differentiates this study from previous studies
examining small group learning in the context of
academic achievement is the differentiation made
between a preference for working in groups, and
an assessment of how well one learns in groups.
The purpose of this distinction was to gain a bet-
ter understanding the nuances present in the re-
lationship between academic achievement and
small group learning, in order to better address
the concerns of high-achieving students in the
future. The current study aimed to answer two
research questions:

1) Does academic achievement predict the like-
lihood that students will prefer to work
alone as opposed to in groups?
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2) Does academic achievement predict the
likelihood that students will report learn-
ing better alone as opposed to in groups?

MATERIAL   AND   METHODS

Participants

Fifty-four (54) children between the ages of
6-12 years were recruited as part of a larger inter-
vention study, which examined the efficacy of a
classroom-based manualized emotion-regulation
and mindfulness program, from a bilingual Mon-
treal elementary school. Seven (7) participants
were excluded prior to analysis, due to missing
data pertaining to academic achievement, result-
ing in a total of 47 participants. The mean age of
participants was 8.66 (SD=1.86). There were 29
participants who identified as male, and 18 who
identified as female. Participants were from eight
different classrooms, which ranged from grades
one through six.

Material

Participants were asked to answer two forced-
choice questions about their small group learn-
ing preferences. The first question asked partic-
ipants to indicate whether they “[preferred] to
work by themselves or with classmates when in
school?”. The second question asked partici-
pants “if you were being asked to learn some-
thing new, do you think you would learn it bet-
ter alone or by going over it with your class-
mates?”. These questions were purposefully
designed using simple language so that young
participants could easily understand what they
were being asked.  Children’s final grades as
reported on their midterm report cards were used
as a measure of their academic achievement. A
total academic achievement score was obtained
by calculating the mean of the language arts
and mathematics grades.

Procedure

Trained facilitators entered the participants’
classrooms and assisted the children in under-
standing and duly completing the question-
naires. Facilitators took groups of three to four
students at a time and verbally went through
the questionnaires item by item, to ensure that
each student understood the questions and

provided accurate responses. Data for this
project was collected as part of a larger inter-
vention study, and thus, participants were ran-
domly assigned by classroom to either an inter-
vention or wait-list control condition group. The
data used in this project was collected during
pre-test (held in February 2018) from both exper-
imental and control conditions. This study was
approved by the McGill Research Ethics Board.
Teachers consented to have their classrooms
partake in the intervention, which was integrat-
ed into the curriculum. Parents provided written
consent for their children to participate in data
collection, and children provided oral and writ-
ten assent prior to completing the question-
naires.

RESULTS

Data was analyzed using SPSS Statistics. Two
binomial logistic regressions with 10,000 boot-
strapped samples were performed in order to
ascertain the predictive value of academic
achievement (M=78.07, SD=8.47) on the likeli-
hood that students reported a preference for
small group learning, based on the two ques-
tions listed above. Frequencies for both small
group learning questions are located in Table 1.
This method of statistical analysis was chosen
for two reasons. First, the dependent variables
were dichotomous, which limited the number of
statistical methods available to properly address
the research questions. Further, logistic regres-
sion requires a sample size of 15 cases per inde-
pendent variable, making it suitable for the rela-
tively small number of cases included in this
study (Laerd Statistics 2015). Linearity of the
continuous variable with respect to the logits of
the dependent variables were assessed via two
Box-Tidwell (Box and Tidwell 1962) procedures,
and the assumption of linearity was met in both
cases. An examination of the standardized re-
siduals revealed no outliers, such that no resid-
ual values exceeded 2.5. No assumptions were
violated.

Table 1: Frequencies for self-report of working
and learning preferences

Alone With others

Working preference 18 29
Learning preference 15 32
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The first logistic regression assessed wheth-
er academic achievement predicted the likelihood
that students preferred to do schoolwork alone,
as opposed to in groups. A Hosmer-Lemeshow
test was carried out to assess the goodness of
fit of the model, and the predicted probabilities
were found to match the observed probabilities,
χ2(7)=63.58, p=.83. This model was not statisti-
cally significant, nor was the effect of academic
achievement on working preference significant
when bootstrapping was applied. As such, aca-
demic achievement was not significantly asso-
ciated with a preference for individual or group
work. A second logistic regression was carried
out in order to assess whether academic achieve-
ment would predict the likelihood that students
reported learning better individually as opposed
to in groups. A Hosmer-Lemeshow test was car-
ried out to assess the goodness of fit of the
model, and the predicted probabilities were found
to match the observed probabilities, χ2(7)=3.65,
p=.82. The logistic regression model was statis-
tically significant, χ2 (1)=4.35, p<.05 and ac-
counted for 10.70 percent of the variance in learn-
ing preference, Nagelkerke R2=10.7. The model
correctly classified 65.20 percent of cases. When
applying bootstrapping, the predictive value of
achievement on students’ belief that they learn
better alone was significant, B=-.09, SE=.05,
p<.05, 95% CI [-.20;-.02].

DISCUSSION

Small group learning is a staple of North
American classrooms and boasts impressive re-
sults for students, including increases in moti-
vation and peer acceptance (Belland et al. 2009).
Previous studies examining small group learn-
ing with high-achieving and gifted students
have thus far yielded mixed results. For instance,
while Robinson (1990) suggests that when gift-
ed and high-achieving students engage in small
group learning they are disadvantaged because
the difficulty of the subject matter must be limit-
ed to the ability of the group , Patrick et al. (2005)
suggest that when used appropriately, small
group learning can promote deeper understand-
ing of the subject matter for high and low achiev-
ing students, alike. Further, regular integration
of group learning into the classroom may in fact
result in greater appreciation and enjoyment of

the subject overall (Smith 2014). Other studies
specifically examining high-achieving and gifted
students’ perceptions of small group learning
have likewise come to differing conclusions. Li
and Adamson (1992) found that high-achievers
preferred individualistic and competitive learn-
ing styles as opposed to cooperative, yet French
et al. (2011) found that gifted students respond
differently to small group learning depending on
several factors, including the way in which the
question is posed. As such the aim of this study
was to shed further light on this topic by differ-
entiating between students’ preferences for work-
ing in groups and their assessment of whether
they learn better in groups or individually.

Although higher achievement was not pre-
dictive of an increased likelihood of preferring
individual work, results from the current study
suggest that when asked directly high-achiev-
ing students were more likely to report learning
better individually as opposed to in groups. Pre-
vious studies have failed to take a nuanced ap-
proach in their examination of high-achievers’
responses to small group learning, despite re-
searchers noting that context is critical when
examining this particular phenomenon (French
et al. 2011). This is the first study to make a clear
distinction between enjoyment of small group
learning and self-assessment of the ability to
learn in group versus individual learning modal-
ities. Differentiating between these two distinct
dimensions further elucidates the results of many
previous studies, which have uncovered that
high-achievers respond negatively when asked
about their experiences in small group learning.
The current study supports the contention that
a more nuanced view is required, such that stu-
dents differed in their responses on the two
items, indicating that simply asking students
how they would prefer to learn is not sufficient.
As the current study suggests, this may be a
difficult question for students to answer, as al-
though they may feel enjoyment when working
in small groups with their peers, they might feel
as though this comes at the cost of their perfor-
mance. In fact, this particular finding provides
some support to Robinson’s (1990) claim that
high-achieving students are unable to exercise
their full potential during small group learning,
as the researchers’ findings seem to suggest that
high-achieving students themselves endorse a
similar assertion.
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Although numerous studies have claimed
that small group learning is beneficial for all stu-
dents, underachieving and overachieving alike,
high-achieving and gifted students themselves
have repeatedly disputed these findings, as sev-
eral qualitative studies have found (Matthews
1992; French et al. 2011). The current study pro-
vides some support for the notion that the ben-
efits of small group learning may be limited when
it comes to high-achievers. Nonetheless, despite
feeling as though they are more suited to indi-
vidual learning modalities, several studies have
demonstrated that high-performing students
benefit both socially and academically from small
group learning (Neber et al. 2001). As such, fu-
ture efforts should endeavor to improve high-
achieving students’ perspectives on small group
learning, so that they may fully benefit from this
pedagogical method.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the current study contributed
to the existing literature by replicating previous
findings from several studies. Results from this
study failed to support the notion that high-
achieving students are more likely to favour di-
rect instruction and individual work, as opposed
to small group learning, however, it was demon-
strated that high-achieving students report that
they learn better individually, as opposed to in
groups. This sheds further light on a topic that
has yielded mixed results in the existing research.
Specifically, results from this study suggest that
high-achievers may in fact enjoy working in
groups, but nonetheless feel they are better able
to demonstrate their abilities individually.

LIMITATIONS

The present study had several limitations
which may affect the generalizability of the find-
ings. First, the initial sample size was relatively
small (N=54) and several cases had to be elimi-
nated throughout the analysis due to missing
data, which further minimized the sample size
and thus the power of the analyses. Further, all
participants were from a single school, and thus
findings of this particular study may not gener-
alize well, given the differences in operational

and instructional style that exist between
schools.

Although this study was interested in mea-
suring student’s perceptions of cooperative
learning, it should be acknowledged that per-
ception does not necessarily translate into per-
formance. Although high-achieving students
may have reported that they learn better indi-
vidually, this may not manifest as a decrease in
performance.

Both the current study and previous studies
have failed to adequately control for the manner
in which small group learning is carried out at
the school level, thereby making it difficult to
assess whether instructional trends are affect-
ing students’ perceptions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Future researchers should collect data from
several schools, in order to create a more di-
verse sample and control for school-wide poli-
cies relating to small group learning. It would be
beneficial to impose a school-wide measurement
to assess how small group learning is carried
out in each classroom, in order to better isolate
variables at the individual student level. Fur-
ther, future studies examining achievement and
small group learning should make use of objec-
tive measures, such as direct observation,  in
order to assess children’s performance and par-
ticipation, as this may yield different results than
self-report data.

With regard to practical recommendations,
results from this study and prior studies sug-
gest that teachers should take a structured ap-
proach when implementing small group learning
in the classroom with high-achieving students
in order to reduce their perception that this mo-
dality will be detrimental to their performance.
For instance, teachers should ensure each stu-
dent has a specific role and set expectations for
individual students as well as the group as a
whole.
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