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In this paper Mahenthiran and Rouse (2000) report the findings of research into group performance and satisfaction based on 110 accounting students from a midwestern US university. The student groups worked on 4 group exercises and 4 group case studies.

Mahenthiran and Rouse (2000) put forward a strong argument in favour of teacher intervention in the selection of groups.  Their research shows conclusively that groups comprising of friendship pairs consistently outperform randomly selected groups, not only in academic performance but also in the level of satisfaction that each group’s member reported on completion of a number of assigned tasks.  Their research shows perhaps counter intuitively that groups that consist of both academically strong and academically weak students outperformed groups of randomly chosen students as well as groups that consisted solely of academically strong students.  This is true as long as the group as a whole has a high enough academic ability so that the low ability students can learn from their high ability peers.

They attribute the improvement in performance and satisfaction –of groups consisting of friendship pairs– to the therapeutic influence that each group member exerts on each other. As well as an increased sense of control, and ability to positively influence the behaviour of other students within the group.

These authors suggest that forming a group by combining two or more dyads, where two friends make up the dyad, may be a means of giving students more control to influence each other’s behavior. (Mahenthiran & Rouse 2000, p. 256)
…it is our belief that teachers should intervene to balance the groups to include high and low ability students. (Mahenthiran & Rouse 2000, p. 259)
The study also shows that there is a strong positive influence on the outcome of subsequent group work when the group members are required to assess the performance of their peers.  This positive effect was greater in the groups consisting of friendship pairs rather than in the completely random group.

Students felt that they had more control over the pace of their work and felt that the selection process was fairer when they were paired than when there was complete random assignment. (Mahenthiran & Rouse 2000, p. 260)
Another advantage noted by students in the paired groups is that it was not necessary for all group members to meet for each group meeting.  If a student was absent their buddy was able to represent them at the meeting. 

The research outlined by Mahenthiran and Rouse (2000) is based on a sound methodology and shows statistically significant results. The paper is well written and is supported by numerous tables and appendices.

Reflective Comment

This research will have a strong impact on my teaching practice.  I have read a number of papers on the topic of group work and group selection but none have been so clear in their findings or provided such a clear indication of a simple strategy to promote improved teaching and learning outcomes.  I will also use this paper as a reading for my students to demonstrate the Impact that contemporary research has on my own teaching practice.  I look forward to implementing the strategy outlined in my tutorials in coming semesters.

