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Abstract

The pedagogical method in higher education is changing. Thus, the important focus in
this time of change is active learning which one of its important elements is collaborative
learning or small group work. Group work has been found good for students as well as
instructors. Online learning is now a major medium in the world of education, especially after
the worldwide pandemic. Online group work also has become popular in instructional
strategy. Online groups are usually small, hence they are designed to help online students in
developing some important skills, share and challenge others ’ ideas, and as preparation for
future careers. In online learning, activities designed for interaction can help learners to get
through the zone of proximal development. According to Vygostky (1978), the zone of
proximal development (zpd) is the distance between “actual developmental level as
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more
capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). For the learners to get through this zpd, the learners
need assistance from people around them. Learners can get through zpd when they are
guides to focus on (a) social interactions and the presence of (b) more knowledgeable others.
The purpose of this paper is therefore to investigate the experiences of students working in
group online learning to explore its benefits through the Zone of Proximal Development,
based on the data from 481 students at a public university. A quantitative survey that consists
of 3 main sections with 42 items and a 5-point Likert scale was employed. Data revealed that
students get more benefits from working in a group in an online environment than working
individually. Findings show how online learning affects social interaction, inspires the
participation of more knowledgeable others, and also improves interaction with content
among learners. Findings reveal that learners found that they engage more in online group
work if they are in the same group with their chosen group members, and also have the
motivation to finish tasks with the support of their peers from the same group. In addition, it
can improve students' language skills indirectly and further understanding of non-verbal cues.
Findings indicate the benefits of working in groups as it can increase students' knowledge by
learning communication skills. They learn how to justify others' opinions and vice versa, thus
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enabling them to have meaningful interactions. Students also learn how others solve
communication problems. Besides that, there is a need for instructors to work and assist
learners with the difficulty of communication presented by online environments. It would be
informative for future research to investigate how students manage online group work over
time, and how group work management is affected by various variables at the individual and
group levels.

Keywords: Collaborative Learning, Group Work, Online Group Work, Zone of Proximal
Development, Group Online Learning.

Introduction
Background of Study

Research suggests that students learn best when they are actively involved in the
process of learning (Davis, 1993). According to Wasley, “students who participate in
collaborative learning and educational activities outside the classroom and who interact more
with faculty members get better grades, are more satisfied with their education, and are more
likely to remain in college (Wasley, 2006). A collaborative learning environment, as opposed
to a passive learning environment, helps students learn more actively and effectively (Murphy
et al., 2005).

While online group work is defined as students working together as a small group,
“executing simultaneous, collaborative work processes through electronic media without
regard to geographic location” (Chinowsky & Rojas, 2003). Online group work has its new
challenges for students. They are required to manage online group work including arranging
their online and offline study environments (Deimann & Bastiaens, 2010), coordinating time
for group work (Biasutti, 2011), keeping themselves motivated (Smith et al., 2011), and coping
with negative emotions in the group work process (Ku et al., 2013).

Online learning environments are designed in many ways using various strategies to
meet the needs of learners. For example, learners in online courses or subjects are asked to
complete assessments needed individually as well as by group. The group work that takes
place in online courses thus ranges from participation on a discussion board to work in small
groups as part of the learning process. Students in a small group may also work with other
students to complete a group project, such as writing a paper or developing a product through
discussion, negotiation, and feedback in an online learning environment (Koh & Hill, 2009).

Statement of Problem

In learning, students are often required to complete tasks individually and
collaboratively. Group work is one of the effective methods in learning to help students
achieve success and excellence in their studies as well as their future working life, particularly
including weaker students who often learn more effectively in such an environment. This is
because their future career almost certainly involves working in groups with different skills
and abilities. Group work tasks also can develop leadership skills among students through
giving and receiving orders, the readiness to be criticized and to adapt to changes from time
to time.
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The benefits and advantages that students can get from group work call for its
implementation in the online learning environment, in line with the changes in teaching
pedagogy in this era. Specifically, there are various advantages of online group work that
students will benefit from if they collaborate effectively and if the instructors facilitate
appropriately. As (Koh & Hill, 2009) described, students may receive more thoughtful and in-
depth comments from their classmates than what might occur in a synchronous context, as
an asynchronous environment gives them more time to think and reflect before giving a
response or feedback to their group members. This can develop critical thinking skills as well
as reflection skills. Another benefit is flexibility. The flexibility of an online learning
environment gives convenience to learners in terms of time spent, which enables them to
contact group members anywhere and anytime. Online group work also provides
opportunities for social and active learning. Students can engage with their classmates,
connect, share and collaborate so they do not feel so distant and alone, especially during this
Covid19 time. As Roberts & Mclnnerney (2007) concluded that in an online setting, the use of
group work can greatly reduce the feeling of isolation experienced by many students, even
the most successful ones. Donelan & Kear (2018) also highlight that the benefit of an online
group project, compared to a face-to-face one, is that when students are using online tools
to collaborate there is typically a record of the interactions taking place where it is possible
to observe the details of discussions.

Although group work is believed to give benefits to both face-to-face and online
learners, some of them still try to avoid working in groups, especially in an online learning
environment. This is because some of them have bad experiences or negative perceptions
and attitudes towards online group work (Smith et al., 2011), resulting from several
challenges and difficulties they have faced previously. According to Robert & Mclnnerney
(2007), the seven problems most commonly faced by students are student antipathy towards
group work, the selection of the groups, a lack of essential group-work skills, the free rider,
possible inequalities of student abilities, the withdrawal of group members, and the
assessment of individuals within groups. A study from Koh & Hill (2009) reports that
difficulties with communication, lack of sense of community, and time management are
among the problems of online group learning. Online learning participants indicated a lack of
connection with faculty and other learners, stating that this reduced sense of connection
affected their overall class experience. A lack of connection can also affect group work in
online environments. Another challenge is the different levels of technology skills among
students. Hence, this study is done to investigate learning in groups via online mode. This
investigation is done to answer the following questions;

e How is learners’ engagement perceived in online classes?

e How does the zone of proximal development benefit online group work?
e How is social interaction displayed in online group work?

e How do more knowledgeable others benefit from online group work?

Literature Review
Introduction

Online learning is now a major medium in the world of education, especially after the
worldwide pandemic. The average learns virtually or online to gain knowledge. However, as
discussed in the beginning, the investigators would like to discuss together the proximal
developmental zone (ZPD) which is the ability of an individual who is allowed to perform a
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task with assistance or vice versa. still unable to execute it independently. In addition,
students’ interaction with each other is also important to create a harmonious learning
environment.

Online Group Interactions

Patricia (2009) said online group interaction is the use of computer-mediated
communication, such as e-mail, chat, or a threaded discussion, by a group to communicate
for the purposes of carrying out a task. So, student interaction is very important and is a
contributing factor to success in online learning.

Online Group Interactions are part of collaborative learning. Gokhale (1995),
Collaborative learning is a teaching method in which students work in groups towards
common academic goals. But Johnson and Johnson (1996) in collaborative learning each
student should play their respective roles to achieve a balance between individual abilities
and interdependence between group members and he (2009) also stated that students in the
same group strive to achieve the same objectives and the achievement of each group member
also determines the achievement of the other group members.

Interaction, according to Heift and Caws (2000), is the most important element
capable of improving students "thinking skills. Interaction (Swan, 2001) is the dissemination
of ideas, thoughts, emotions, knowledge, or processes involving at least two people, in which
a student and a lecturer interact with each other. while (Jonassen et al., 1995) argue that
through interaction also students get the opportunity to engage during the process of building
knowledge by sharing ideas and building new knowledge through the information received.
However, (Moore, 1989), states that there are three types of interactions found in learning
namely interactions between students with students, students with lecturers, and students
with content.

Computer-assisted collaborative learning is one of the potential mediums to further
enhance interaction and collaboration between students and students in group learning
(Martindale et al., 2005). This computer-assisted collaborative learning also provides the
same learning as learning in the classroom but now there is still room for improvement
(Kreijns et al., 2002). This medium has proven to have the strength to be able to deal with
conventional classroom learning such as time constraints and space constraints (Huffaker and
(Calvert, 2003).

Nevertheless, some studies have found such online projects to be so effective that
Katz and colleagues recommend group projects should not be done at all (Katz et al., 2021),
Katz and colleagues emphasize that collaborative projects are important. They support short-
term group project assignments, manage them carefully and keep them unimportant. Given
that students are now faced with things like illness and even death, unreliable broadband,
and an inadequate work and learning environment, it is unfair to burden them with
interdependence. They suggest that it is extremely difficult online to manage students who
distance themselves, leave class for some time or fail to contribute, leaving their peers in
charge of the group. However, guiding students in effective collaboration is one of the best
ways to guide them in this crisis. While many of these suggestions are helpful, they would like
to deny that managing group dynamics do not benefit students. It's very complicated.

1421



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 12, No. 6, 2022, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2022

Although difficult, now is the right time to help students learn how to collaborate
online. Rejecting group projects now, because the world is increasingly dependent on them,
does not prepare our students for life outside of college. Instead, they suggested that they
need to show students why collaboration is important. In most workplace settings,
collaboration is required so that we can succeed in tasks that no one else can manage. Online
collaboration is difficult but important.

Therefore, the researchers also agreed with what they suggested that Student interaction is
an important element and is a contributing factor to success in online learning and also able
to improve students' thinking skills through the dissemination of ideas, thoughts, emotions,
knowledge and get the opportunity to engage during the process of building knowledge by
sharing ideas and building new knowledge through information which is accepted.

Zone of Proximal Development in Online Learning

In online learning, activities designed for interaction can help learners to get through
the zone of proximal development. According to Vygostky (1978), the zone of proximal
development (zpd) is the distance between “actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers"
(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).

Vygotsky felt that when learners are put in a situation to learn (the learning zone),
they are actually in the zpd. In the context of online learning, the learning zone exists online
when it comes to the exchange of knowledge among learners in group
interactions. Regarding Figure 1, technology and tools are seen as the elements in the
learning zone. The presence of technology and tools (especially in an online environment) is
to be seen as a catalyst for learning.

For the learners to get through this zpd, the learners need assistance from people
around them. Learners can get through zpd when they are guides to focus on (a) social
interactions and the presence of (b) more knowledgeable others.

Social Interaction

Learners gain more than just knowledge through social interaction during group work.
During social interaction, verbal and non-verbal exchanges are used to get messages across.
The exchanges enable an exchange of information among team members. Sometimes
(oftentimes) group conflicts occur. Contrary to popular beliefs, conflicts do not impede
learning or progress in group interactions. Conflicts encourage problem-solving to take place.
Group members faced with conflicts often have to use their thinking skills to get their points
across or even to defend their existing points.

More Knowledgeable Other

The term “more knowledgeable other” is somewhat self-explanatory. In a group
interaction, there are a variety of people. Some have more knowledge than others.
Traditionally, a more knowledgeable other can be the teacher, the older peer, but it can also
be a peer. Similarly (more so), in online group work, group interactions allow the transfer of
knowledge from one person with more experience to another.
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Figure 1- Zone of Proximal Development
(Source: Vygotsky, 1978)

Past Studies
Past Studies on Online Interaction

There have been many past studies on online interaction. The study by Rahmat, Mok,
Lau, & Ling (2021) was done to investigate how online interaction influences the learning of
Mandarin in language classrooms. Online learning platforms can be used to help reduce the
zone of proximal development as online interaction can facilitate interaction among learners.
173 participants responded to a 28 items (5 Likert scales) instrument. Generally, this study
has been done to explore the viewpoint of learners on learning Mandarin online. Specifically,
they addressed three research questions:

e How does interaction influence online learning among learners of Mandarin?

e What influence does knowledgeable others have on learners of Mandarin online

e How does online learning influence Learner-to-content (technology and tools)
engagement?

Findings indicate how online learning affects learners’ interaction with their peers and
content, and also strengthens the participation of more knowledgeable others. Findings
reveal that the learners appreciated the chance to interact in various ways. The interactions
encouraged more discussions among them thus enabling more meaningful interactions.
According to Martin & Bolliger (2018), they agreed that interactions helped learners in
deepening the content. However, they suggested structured rather than unstructured
discussions.

While more knowledgeable others refer to both peers and their instructors. Learners
are given the chance to communicate in a more informal setting. Interaction with a more
knowledgeable other can allow learners to learn more than they already know. Xu et al
(2019) felt that more knowledgeable others allow learners to practice their pronunciation
skills in a less threatening environment for the learners.
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There is also a study by (Koh and Hill, 2009). This study has been carried out to
investigate the experiences of students involved in online group work to explore its benefits
and challenges. The purpose of this study was to gain a further understanding of some of the
factors that students perceive as beneficial and challenging to group work online. Specifically,
they addressed three research questions:

e What factors of online group work do students recognize as beneficial in the learning
process?

e What factors of online group work do students recognize as challenging in the learning
process?

e How do students' perceptions of online group work differ between individuals reporting
they were satisfied with the online group work experience and those reporting they
were unsatisfied with the online group work experience?

A mixed-methods (quantitative and qualitative; survey and interviews) design was used
to answer the research questions. The survey items were used to determine what level of
perceived challenges, and also perceived beneficial factors in their group work experiences. The
participants in this study were all graduate students at a university in the Southern United
States. Most of them were instructional technology majors and had taken several classes online.

Survey data were collected via a Web-based survey. After conducting the survey, the first
author interviewed the participants. The interviews have been held to obtain data concerning
the students' perceptions of group work in an online class and to get their advice for new
learners and online instructors about managing and facilitating student online group work.

The results of this study revealed several trends in the factors perceived by learners as
beneficial and challenging regarding group work in an online class. Among the survey results,
the analysis of the interview transcripts indicated participants perceived the lack of a sense of
community, difficulty with communication, and lack of time as challenges for group work. The
biggest challenge reported by the study was some participants who had no commonality such
as major, program, age, or job (teacher or non-teacher) felt more about the lack of a sense of
community in their group. The results from the study also show that students found that online
group work was more difficult than group work in face-to-face settings. Thus, the difficulty with
communication and lack of a sense of community were among the top factors in terms of what
students indicated as most challenging in this study.

Past Studies on Group Work Online

There have been many past studies on online group work. The study by Bakir et al (2020)
is done to investigate students’ experiences regarding group work in both face-to-face and
online courses. The researchers have conducted two studies. Study 1 identified the types of
problems students self-reported in group work and examined whether face-to-face and
online students experienced the same problems. The participants were undergraduate
students at a regional university in the southern United States. A survey and qualitative
analysis were used. 120 participants (52 face-to-face students and 68 online students) have
completed the survey. Results showed that students identified lack of communication,
participation, collaboration, accountability, and interaction as the most common problems
experienced. The main finding of study 1 (without communication tools) noted that students
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from both face-to-face and online courses considered a lack of communication with their
group members to be their largest hindrance.

As for study 2, the researchers try to overcome the communication problem in
completing group projects by experimenting with the use of the communication software
Slack to communicate and the use of Google Docs to track responsibilities and improve
accountability. 129 participants (67 face-to-face students and 62 online students) have
completed the survey. The vast majority of online and face-to-face students reported
improvements in communication between group members and group collaboration because
of Slack and Google Docs. This study stressed the importance of educators, by overcoming
these inter-group communication challenges will give students a valuable skill to take into the
workforce. Group projects can be a valuable experience in academics to apply knowledge,
solve problems, and develop teamwork skills. These skills are requested by employers.

Another study conducted by Xu et al (2015) tries to investigate empirical models of
group work management in an online collaborative learning environment, according to the
self-regulation perspective. Our study examined empirical models of variables to predict
group work management in online collaborative learning environments. Data indicated that
six student-level variables explained the variance in online group work management (i.e., age,
previous online courses, peer- and learning-oriented reasons, feedback, and help-seeking). At
the group level, online group work management was positively associated with feedback and
help-seeking.

The participants in the present study consisted of 298 students (86 groups) from one
university in the southeastern United States. These online groups ranged from 2 to 4 students.
Of these participants, 167 were females (56.0%) and 131 were males (44.0%). Two-thirds of
the participants were 30 years or younger (67.2%), whereas one-third of them were over 30
years old (32.8%). Results revealed that, at the student level, online group work management
was positively associated with previous online courses, feedback, peer- and learning-oriented
reasons, and help-seeking. In addition, older students more frequently took the initiative to
manage online group work. Finally, group work management was positively related to help-
seeking and feedback at the group level.

Conceptual Framework

Figure 2 presents the conceptual framework of the study. This study is rooted in online
engagement by Martin and Bolllinger (2018) and also the zone of proximal development by
Vygotsky (1978). During online group activities, learners are given the opportunity to engage
with their peers. Usually, group work is part of the course demands and learners need to
complete given tasks as team members in the group. This task puts them in the learning zone.
To get through this zone of proximal development, learners are allowed to interact socially
and also to learn or model from one or several more knowledgeable others.
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Figure 2- Online Group Work
(Source: Vygotsky, 1978; Martin & Bollinger, 2018).

Methodology

This quantitative research is done to explore learners' interactions in online group work.
The instrument used is a survey adapted from (Rahmat et al., 2021; Martin and Bolllinger,
2018). 481 respondents were purposively chosen to answer the survey. The survey has 3
main sections. With reference to Table 1, section A has items on the demographic profile.
Section B has 6 items on lear2 ‘Engagement. Section C has 5 items on the zone of proximal
development. Section D has 6 items on social interaction and section E has 5 items on more
knowledge other.

Table 1
Distribution of Item in the Survey
SECTION CONSTRUCT NO OF ITEMS
B Learner-to-Learner Engagement 6
C Zone of Proximal Development 5
D Social Interaction 6
E More Knowledgeable Other 5
22
Table 2
Reliability Statistics for the Instrument
Cronbach's
Alpha N of ltems
974 22
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Table 2 presents the reliability statistics for the instrument. SPSS analysis revealed a
Cronbach alpha of .974 thus showing high internal reliability of the instrument used. Data is
collected online via the goggle form. Data is then analyzed using SPSS version 26. Analyzed
data is presented in the form of percentages and mean scores to answer the 4 research
questions.

Findings
Findings for Demographic Profile

H Male

H Female

Figure 2- Percentage of Gender

Figure 2 shows the percentage for gender. It indicates that more females participated in the
survey than males.

M Part 1-2
W Part 3-4
M Part 5-6

Part 7-8

Figure 3- Percentage for Semester

Figure 3 shows the percentage of respondents’ semesters they were taking. It shows that
most respondents who participated in this survey were from part 3 and 4, followed by part 5
and 6, and also part 1 and 2. The least respondents that participated in this survey were from
part 7 and 8.
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W LEVEL 1/TAC 401
W LEVEL 2/TAC 451
H LEVEL 3/TAC 501

Figure 4- Percentage for Level/ Subject

Figure 4 shows the percentage of level and subject code that respondents were studying
when this survey was taken. It indicates that slightly more of the respondents were
studying level 3, TAC501 than level 1, TAC401. While the least of the respondents were
studying level 2, TAC451.

M Science & Technology
M Social Science

M Business Studies

Figure 5- Percentage of Faculty

Figure 5 shows the percentage of faculty of respondents. It reveals that respondents
who participated in this survey were from three faculties. Most of them were from Science
and Technology, followed by Business Studies and Social Science.
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B Home

H College

Figure 6- Percentage for learning location

Figure 6 shows the percentage of respondents’ learning location. It shows that most of the
respondents learned at their home during their semester than those respondents who
learned at college.

B Slow
B Medium

W Strong

Figure 7- Percentage for Internet Access
Figure 7 demonstrates the strength of internet access for the respondents. The percentages

revealed that most of them had medium strength internet connection, while only 3 percent
of them has a slow internet connection.
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Findings for Learners’ Engagement
4.15

4.1

4.05

3.95
3.
3.8

L2LQ1Does L2LQ2Are you L2LQ3Do you L2LQ4Do you L2LQ5Do you L2LQ6Do you

S

©o

wv

collaborative more likely to ask preferto bein  think that the think support think that
learning promote for help from  the same group sense of from peers support from
peer-to-peer your peers?  with your chosen community helps motivates youto peers prevent
understanding? peer for online you to engagein finish tasks? you from
activities? online class? dropping out of
course?

Figure 8- Mean for Learner-to-Learner Engagement

Figure 8 shows the frequency of learner-to-learner engagement in terms of mean scores.
Learners found that they engage more in online group work if they are in the same group with
their chosen group members (4.1) and also have the motivation to finish tasks with the
support from their peers from the same group (4.1). They also engage by understanding each
other (4), and by having a sense of community (4), and also by getting support from their
peers to remain in the course (4). The engagement sometimes happens in terms of seeking

help from their group members (3.9).
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Findings for Zone of Proximal Development

4.15
4.1
4.05
4
3.95
3.9
B .
3.8
ZPDQ1My ZPDQ2My self-  ZPDQ3My decision- ZPDQ4My problem- ZPDQ5I get more
communication skills confidence is making skills are solving skills are ideas in a group
are improved when | improved when | improved when | improved when |

interactin a group. interactin a group. interactin agroup. interactinagroup.

Figure 9-Mean for Zone of Proximal Development

Figure 9 shows the frequency of the benefits of ZPD for online groups in terms of mean
scores. Learners benefit from online groups in getting more ideas (4.1). The interaction within
the group also can improve learners’ soft skills/long-life skills which are important to help
them when they enter the workforce (4). Some learners also improve their self-confidence
when they interact in a group (3.9).
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Findings for Social Interaction

4.15
4.1
4.05
4
3.95
3.9
) |||||

3.8

SIQ1Group work SIQ2Group work SIQ3Group work SIQ4Group work SIQ5Group work SIQ6Group work

helps me to helps me to helps me to allows me to allows meto lest melearnto

interact with improve improve my  understand non- meet new friends solve problems

others. interpersonal  language skills. verbal cues.
skills.

Figure 10- Mean for Social Interaction

The figure shows the score through group work done by the students can help them
interact with people (4.1), can improve interpersonal skills (4.1), and can help solve problems
well (4.1). In addition, it can indirectly improve students' language skills (4) and further
understanding of non-verbal cues.
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Findings for More Knowledgeable Other
4.12

4.1

4.1 4.1 4.1 4.1
4.08

4.06

4.04

4.02

3.98

3.96

3.94
MKOQ1Group work MKOQ2Group work MKOQ3Group work MKOQ4Group work MKOQ5Group work
allows me to learn allows me to practice allows metolearn allows meto have lets me learn how

communication skills  listening skills how others justify meaningful other solve
from others their opinions. interactions. communication
problems

Figure 11: mean for More Knowledgeable Other

Figure 11 shows the benefits of working in groups that can increase students'
knowledge by learning the skills to communicate with others (4.1), learn how others justify
their opinions (4.1), have very meaningful interactions (4.1), and learn how others solve
communication problems. This is because when there is a problem in communication then it
will cause conflict among group members and the last through this group work can also train
students listening skills that are to understand the true meaning of group members.

Conclusion
Summary of Findings and Discussion

It seems clear that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. Group work helps
students develop teamwork skills as well as social interaction skills. Findings reveal that
learners found that they engage more in online group work if they are in the same group with
their chosen group members, and also have the motivation to finish tasks with the support of
their peers from the same group. They also engage by understanding each other, as well as
by having a sense of community and getting support from their peers to remain in the course.
The engagement sometimes happens in terms of seeking help from their group members.
This finding is in accordance with the study by lJianzhong, Jianxia, and Xitao from the
(University of Macau, 2014).

Learners benefit from an online group in getting more ideas. The interaction within a
group also can improve learners’ soft skills/long-life skills which are important to help them
when they set foot in the workforce. Some learners also improve their self-confidence when
they interact in a group. Findings indicate the benefits of working in groups as it can increase
students' knowledge by learning communication skills. They learn how to justify others'
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opinions and vice versa, thus enabling them to have meaningful interactions. Students also
learn how others solve communication problems. This is because when there is a problem in
communication then it will cause conflict among group members and the last through this
group work can also train students listening skills that are to understand the true meaning of
group members. This finding is following the study by Rahmat, Mok, Lau, & Ling (2021).

Findings also revealed that through working in groups, students can improve their social
interaction skills, interpersonal skills as well as problem-solving skills. In addition, it can
indirectly improve students' language skills and further understanding of non-verbal cues.

Pedagogical Implications

There is a need for instructors to work and assist learners with the difficulty of
communication presented by online environments. Online group work requires significant
interaction among group members (Koh & Hill, 2009). There are several ways for instructors in
helping students to form a successful group. First, the instructor needs to be certain that every
student understands the assignment. Students should know the purpose of the project, the
learning objective, and the skills that need to be developed through group work. Successful
group work is easier if the students know how the assignment relates to the course content
and what the final product is supposed to be (Davis, 1993).

Second, the instructor should reinforce listening skills as well as communication skills
and the proper methods to give and receive constructive criticism. Gaining communication
skills to communicate with a diverse group of fellow students in an online class may be a
key to success (Watkins & Corry, 2007). These skills can be discussed in class and modeled
during class activities. Some faculty use various exercises that are geared toward helping
students gain skills to work in groups (Fiechtner & Davis, 1992). Small in-class group
activities can help to reinforce group unity.

Third, the instructor needs to help the students in managing conflict and
disagreements. There is a need to work with learners to assist them with building familiarity
and establishing a community in online contexts. The instructor should avoid breaking up
the groups. When a group is not working well together, the students need to learn how to
communicate effectively and establish goals for a successful group (Davis, 1993). Another
method to help groups succeed and get more benefits by asking each group to devise a plan
of action (Davis, 1993), which includes assigning roles and responsibilities to each member
of the group. Assisting learners to build strategies for overcoming the difficulty of online
communication may prove to be useful.

Suggestions for Future Research

It would be informative for future research to investigate how students manage online
group work over time, and how group work management is affected by various variables at
the individual and group levels. Although several studies on online group work revealed that
group work management in online environments had a positive influence on group work
performance (Koh & Hill, 2009), there is also a need to link group work management to the
quality of group work itself. It would be important also for future research to manipulate
some of the variables; social interactions and more knowledgeable other, and to examine the
influences of these manipulations on the next online group work management.
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There would be also informative to conduct studies such as this with younger learners
such as secondary school, as it may be moderated by students’ age. Furthermore, it would be
important to examine how students manage online group work in a shared document
platform or application, as the use of such a platform or application may affect how students
approach online group work. Finally, it would be valuable and very informative to open a new
line of research to better understand and address the challenges regarding online group
management in cross-cultural environments, because one’s attitudes toward online group
work may be influenced by cultural differences regarding the value of individual autonomy
and choice (Eccles, 2005) and the value structure of individualism and collectivism (Hofstede,
2001).
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