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 What are Learning Teams?

Learning teams are groups of about three to six students who offer each other mutual support.  They last about two months to a year, and so become quite well established, and though they act fairly independently they are carefully monitored by the teacher.  Learning teams can act as mutual tutors, or as mutual teachers when they are sometimes called co-operative learning groups.

Learning teams operating as mutual tutor groups.

Teams take collective responsibility for each other, to help each make a success of their course or Individual Learning Programme. The teams monitor attendance, motivation, work-rate and so on, and support each other in meeting course requirements.  

Teams will meet during course time to begin with, perhaps while tutors are seeing students one-to-one, but can then meet outside of class time. Some adult teams meet up in pubs instead of coming to college.

Teams meet with an agenda, see the example at the end of this handout.  They take it in turns to be the chair and secretary and to keep minutes.  They agree ground-rules, and negotiate to set action for each other.  The minutes are then presented to the tutor or class teacher in charge.  The effectiveness of learning teams is monitored by the teams themselves, and by the teacher.  This is described later.

Learning teams can operate as mutual teachers.  (Co-operative Learning)

Learning teams can be set almost any task - in class time, or out.  For example they could tackle calculations, examine case studies, solve problems, design procedures, complete assignments and so on. Teams may also assist each other with revision.   

Research shows that if a student helps another, both students benefit.  There is no better way of clarifying and consolidating your own understanding, than to explain it to someone else, as all teachers know well!

Often it is effective to give some team members special roles for given team tasks.  For example when a team is learning to do calculations, it would be helpful to have a team member who checks each individual's understanding by asking each in turn to explain one calculation, or by asking questions.  Such roles are particularly helpful in independent learning assignments.  The roles should be vital to the particular task being carried out.

It is of course important that the students have the maturity to complete the roles given them, and the degree of responsibility and autonomy needs to be set appropriately by the teacher or tutor in charge. 

Roles
Roles should not be arbitrary or longstanding, but vital to the completion of the task at hand.  Hence they are usually short lived. Roles include for example: scribe; explainer; checker; summariser and timekeeper; praiser; encourager of participation; active listener etc.  

Role cards like those following can sometimes be helpful:

Checker:  Your role is to check all the work done by the group.  Make sure that all group members understand the material by asking questions.  Check each team member's answers to task 2 for accuracy and completeness.  The learning will be assessed by an inter-team quiz (see task 4), so make sure your team does well!

Recorder:  Your role is to write down the team's ideas, decisions and answers while the discussion proceeds.  The recorder should also check that the whole group agrees with the answers.  You will be asked to explain your group’s thinking in the whole class discussion this afternoon. 

Team ground rules
Team ground rules are devised by the team, and implemented by the whole team, not just the chair, their aim is to ensure the team is as useful and supportive as possible.  These rules are a matter for the teacher and the team, but here are some examples to give you the idea.  Team rules need to be appropriate to the age and maturity of the students.

You are expected to help anyone that needs, asks, or wants help

Be positive encouraging and supportive when giving this help.

When helping explain “why” as well as “how”

Don’t waste team time.   Help the chair to use group time productively

You are responsible for your own behaviour, don’t blame others

You are accountable to complete team tasks

No putdowns

No ‘hitchhiking’ e.g. copying

Argue only about academic issues

Ground-rules for more mature groups might include:

Encourage an ethos of mutual respect

Don't give advice, but share ideas and insights

Explore alternatives rather than seek solutions

Criticise behaviour, not people

Don't infer feelings from behaviour, stick to evidence

Don't blame, but be prepared to state how someone's behaviour makes you feel

Keep in touch with your own feeling and with other’s, and try to separate these from doing the job.  Monitor group processes and talk about your ground-rules and effectiveness

The team monitors itself, reflecting on its effectiveness. Questions such as the following appear on its agenda periodically or as part of assignments.

What did we do well?

What needs improvement?

How can we make this improvement?

What will each of us do to make sure it happens?

Best practice would involve the team writing an action plan after such a reflection, and this action becoming a task for the next assignment, or next team meeting.

Choosing Teams.

Teachers choose the teams; students are not allowed to choose friendship groups.  Teams are homogeneous, that is they have a mix of gender, ability, ethnicity, background, experience etc.  They may also have a mix of skills.  For example if IT skills are important for the tasks they will be set, the teacher could ensure that each team has at least one person with good IT skills.

Teams last for at least eight weeks, and usually a year.  This gives them the desire and the time to deal with difficulties and become effective.  If there are problems in the team that the team cannot solve easily, the teacher may appoint a member of the team as an arbitrator or conflict resolver.  If this does not work, or is not practicable, the teacher intervenes.  This is very rarely necessary.

Social and academic  tasks.

It sometimes helps to set teams both learning tasks and social tasks.  For example, learning teams could be completing a worksheet on osmosis, but at the same time trying to encourage everyone in the team to contribute to discussion.  Ensuring contributions from everyone in the team might be a task for all the teams in the class.  There might be a team role created to encourage contributions, or the chair might be given the responsibility.  Alternatively, each team might set itself a social task, based on its self-evaluation of their last performance, and on their ground-rules.

Planning a Learning Team  Assignment

For success it is important to ensure that the team, and each individual in it, are held accountable for their learning.  This can be encouraged by:

Assessing the learning of each team member individually, by either setting a short test, or by random questioning.  A team-based quiz where individuals are asked questions but the team gets the point also ensures accountability --- as long as students expect it in advance. 

Giving each member of the team a unique task or role also encourages individual accountability.  One method of achieving this is to use the "jigsaw" method.  This is best explained by example.  Suppose students are studying computer printers.  Each member of each team is assigned a letter: A, B, C or D say.  The team disbands at the start of the assignment, with all the 'A' students studying the laser printer, all the 'B' students studying the bubble jet printer, all the 'C' students studying printer costs and so on.  

Then the teams recombine, each team now having an 'expert' on each of the printer topics.  Then the team complete co-operative tasks for example designing a leaflet on printers, deciding which printer should be used for given use, comparing and contrasting and so on.  

Team accountability can be encouraged by requiring the team to collaborate over one task: for example: "design a poster to illustrate the main processes in diffusion."

More activities for learning team assignments

Peer tutoring: Teams can check and correct each other’s work in pairs or as a whole team.  Before tests they can check each other’s recall and understanding.  One way of doing this is to play tennis as below.

 Tennis:  Team members can ask each other questions back and forth like a tennis match, to check on each other's ability to recall important information.  They can use a shared summarising mind-map, or revision notes as the basis for their questions.  The players 'serve' questions, and the answers are 'returned', and the game is scored like a tennis match: (love, fifteen, thirty, forty, duce, game.)

Strengths and Weaknesses: In pairs students look at each other’s work, or alternatively their own, and then decide on three strengths, and two weaknesses.  Then they work as a team to make good use of each other's strengths, to put right the weaknesses.

Learning Teams in Tutorials

Many teachers use ‘one-to-one’ tutorials in order to monitor and support students.  However some teachers are experimenting with meeting teams of students.  Students often support each other well in these discussions, and discussion can often be motivating for students when they see their peers taking responsibility for their own improvement.  The tutor needs to be skilled to manage tutor team meetings though.  Team members often offer to support team members between team meetings to overcome any difficulties discussed.
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Learning Team Meeting Agenda: For Tutorial/Options weeks

1  

Meeting the Stage 1 course requirements.  Check everybody’s blue sheets and see if anyone needs support.  Or chivvying!

2.  
Option 1.  What are you finding most difficult about this?  Is there anything the 

team or the lecturers can do about these difficulties?

3.  
Option 2.  Have you chosen a topic?  Have you researched it?  Have you 


developing strategies and skills?  What are you finding most difficult about this? 

4.  
2000 word essay.  Have you all got a topic? Can you help each other with how to 
research this?  There are some research strategies mentioned on Jane Tope’s handout.

5.  
Stage 2 Assignments.  How are these going?  Anyone got queries? Anyone finished one and can offer advice about how to approach it?

6.  
Attendance.   Is anyone having trouble getting to classes?  Is this a problem?

7.
 
Monitoring form.  Please go through this and raise any issues with the team or with your tutor.

8.

How efficient and useful is your team?  Could it be made even more effective?  Do you need to consider your ground rules?

9.

Can you support a group member in any way?  Have you made a note of all action points with names and dates for completion?

9.

Any other business
