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Group Work Assessment: Assessing Social Skills at Group Level 

Johan Forsell, Karin Forslund Frykedal and Eva Hammar Chiriac 

Abstract 

Group work assessment is often described by teachers as complex and challenging, with 

individual assessment and fair assessment emerging as dilemmas. The aim of this literature 

review is to explore and systematize research about group work assessment in educational 

settings. This is an integrated research area consisting of research combining group work and 

classroom assessment. A database search was conducted, inspired by the guidelines of the 

PRISMA. The analysis and categorization evolved into a typology consisting of five themes: 

(a) purpose of group work assessment, (b) what is assessed in group work, (c) methods for 

group work assessment, (d) effects and consequences of group work assessment, and (e) 

quality in group work assessment. The findings reveal that research in the field of group work 

assessment notably focuses on social skills and group processes. Peer assessment plays a 

prominent role and teachers as assessors are surprising absences in the reviewed research. 
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Group Work Assessment: Assessing Social Skills at Group Level 

 

The goal of this review is to gain a holistic, systematic overview of the research 

concerning group work assessment. The review covers research from psychology and 

educational science focusing on the process of assessing group work in an educational 

setting. Group work assessment is seen in this review as a holistic concept covering a broad 

scope, including both formative and summative assessment, evaluation, grading, and a 

variety of methods.   

Previous research on group work in educational settings has generated knowledge in 

several areas, including: (a) learning outcome (i.e., group work promotes both academic 

achievement and social skills/collaborative abilities, Baines, Blatchford, & Chowne, 2007; 

Gillies & Boyle, 2010, 2011; Hammar Chiriac, 2014); (b) pedagogical approaches (i.e., 

cooperative learning, collaborative learning, problem-based learning, Gillies, 2007; Davidson 

& Howell Major, 2014); (c) communication (i.e., the importance of language skills, Forslund 

Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011; Gillies, 2017; Gillies & Kahn, 2008; Webb, Franke, Ing, 

Turrou, & Johnson, 2015); and (d) other aspects influencing work and processes in groups 

(i.e., task, roles, ambition, trust, support, and context, Hammar Chiriac, 2003, 2008; Hammar 

Chriac & Granström, 2012, Forslund Frykedal, 2008; Forslund Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 

2018). In sum, research has provided us with scientific knowledge about group work, 

primarily from the perspectives of group psychology and education. However, we still lack 

answers as to why some instances of group work turn out favourably while others do not. 

One aspect that might add some information could be classroom assessment.  

In classroom assessment, knowledge has also been generated in several areas. 

McMillan (2012) divides research on classroom assessment into the following areas: (a) the 
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technical quality of classroom assessment, or its validity, reliability, and fairness (e.g., Alm & 

Colnerud, 2015; Black, Harrison, Hodgen, Marshall, & Serret, 2010; Harlen, 2005); (b) 

formative assessment, or gathering evidence of student understanding, feedback, and 

instructional correctives (e.g., Black & Wiliam, 1998; Harlen & James, 1997); (c) summative 

assessment, or the impact of summative assessment and tests, motivation for learning, and 

grading (e.g., Black et al., 2010; Harlen & James, 1997); (d) methods of classroom 

assessment, or, testing formats, such as constructed response, selected response, performance 

assessment, portfolios, student self-assessment, and peer assessment (e.g., Andrade, Du, & 

Wang, 2008; Haladyna, Downing, & Rodriguez, 2002; Rodriguez, 2005); and (e) 

differentiated classroom assessment, or demographics and differentiated classroom 

assessment, classroom assessment in special education, classroom assessment in different 

subjects, such as mathematics, social studies, science, and literacy (e.g., Hodgen & Marshall, 

2005; Kamps, Wendland, Culpepper, Lamb, & Charter, 2006). 

Combining and integrating group work and classroom assessment opens up the field 

of group work assessment. Previous research has shown scientific support for the 

interdependence between learning (e.g., appropriated in group work) and assessment (Black 

et al., 2003; Johnson & Johnson, 2004; van Aalst, 2013; Wiliam, 2009, 2011; Wiliam & 

Thompson, 2007). Hence, group work assessment is highly relevant when organizing group 

work in educational settings. Often group work assessment is described by teachers as a 

complex and challenging issue (Forslund Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011, 2016; Murray 

& Boyd, 2015). For instance, there are some challenges in structuring fair assessments 

(Gammie & Matson, 2007; Jin 2012; Onyia & Allen, 2012) or in gleaning information about 

who did what (Ko, 2013; Murray & Boyd, 2015). In our experience, group work assessment 
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is a rather neglected research area. Thus, there is little theoretical knowledge and few useful 

tools to assist teachers in resolving these conflicting demands.  

The aim of this review is to explore, systematize, and compile research about group 

work assessment in educational settings, an integrated research area consisting of research 

combining group work and classroom assessment. From the collected articles, a typology can 

be created which identifies the range of this combined area and how its two parts interrelate. 

Furthermore, by identifying knowledge gaps, we also hope to suggest directions for 

profitable future research.  

Method 

Search Procedure 

Group work assessment can be described as a bi-disciplinary and integrated research 

area, in which psychology and educational science are combined. It was necessary to use key 

words and concepts from both disciplines as search terms. To find relevant search terms, the 

thesaurus of the ERIC database was scanned. From this scan, two lists of search terms were 

assembled. For psychology, the search terms were group work, cooperative learning, 

collaborative learning, cooperative education, peer teaching, group project, and group 

activities. For educational sciences, the search terms were assess*, evaluation, measured, 

grad*, credential, feedback, and rubric*. Since there are many different search terms for both 

group work and classroom assessment, a broad approach was taken regarding which terms to 

include. In some search terms, the stem of a word was used in order to cover variations.  

Due to our cross-disciplinary approach, databases in both psychology and educational 

science were used. Accordingly, the search process continued in the two databases 

PsychINFO and ERIC. To ensure that Swedish research was included, the database Libris 

was also included. The database searches were conducted in April 2017. The following 



5 

 

limitations were imposed to exclude irrelevant research. The articles included in the review 

should be: (a) peer reviewed, (b) written in English or Swedish, and either (c) published in 

scientific journals, or (d) published as a dissertation. Further limitations were: (e) the articles 

or dissertations should focus on an educational setting, or (f) they should be about classroom 

assessment in a group context. With these limitations, the search was conducted by 

combining all the words of the search terms from both fields in all possible variations. No 

time interval was set for the search since we assumed that the amount of relevant research 

would be limited. Neither were any particular grades used, the search covered everything 

from primary school to college and university. 

The search process was inspired by the guidelines and principles of the PRISMA 

statement (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009) for conducting a systematic review. 

The first phase of the PRISMA statement, to identify records through database searching, was 

implemented in the PsychINFO, ERIC, and Libris databases; these searches returned 2600, 

2375, and 135 search results, respectively; and all of these were screened. Initially, the 

screening procedure was pursued by scanning titles and keywords. If there was any 

ambiguity about a text’s relevance, the abstracts were read. The second phase of the PRISMA 

statement, screening the results found in the search, also entails the exclusion of research that 

is not considered relevant. After this process, 4881 search results were excluded due to being 

considered irrelevant to the aims of this review; 229 publications were considered relevant 

and selected. Consequently. The third phase of the PRISMA statement involves deciding 

which research is eligible for the systematic review, and giving reasons for the exclusion of 

any non-eligible texts. This process led to the exclusion of 107 publications because they did 

not focus on an educational setting. After this process, there were 122 publications remaining 

that we considered relevant for the fourth phase of the PRISMA criteria. These articles were 
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selected and included in the analytical portion of the systematic review. During this phase, a 

thematic analysis of abstracts from the selected literature was implemented (see below), 

followed by an additional search to identify relevant key references found in these 

publications. Through this process, 21 supplementary articles were identified and added to 

the list of relevant articles for the review, which led to a total of 143 articles (Figure 1).  

Process of Analysis 

In order to organize the data, and to find patterns and themes, a thematic analysis was 

carried out. The purpose of thematic analysis is to arrange the dataset into themes followed 

by underlying subthemes by means of six phases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A vast amount of 

literature was found during the search process, which consequently gave a plentiful volume 

of data to handle. To be able to organize this data, the idea was to build an initial structure by 

locating and thematising the main content of the abstracts.  

 The next step in a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) is to become familiar 

with the data. This familiarization was carried out by reading all 143 selected abstracts 

multiple times while noting initial ideas or patterns. Phase two consists of generating initial 

codes. The coding procedure was accomplished by inductively outlining central phrases, 

meanings of varying length, or words in the abstracts. Each outlined phrase, meaning, or 

word was labelled with a code that summarized or caught the essence of the outlining. 

Between two and 12 codes were generated for each abstract. Finally, all the data segments 

with corresponding codes were systematically copied into a single document. This last 

procedure was important because it kept the link between the code and the meaning unit 

intact for the next phase. The third phase entails a process of sorting codes based on 

differences and similarities in order to consider how a combination of similar codes can form 

a theme. This was achieved using a comparative analysis. During this phase, thematic maps, 
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including different codes, constructions of subthemes, and the writing process, were 

important tools. Five tentative themes emerged from this process, each with several 

subthemes. The codes were not seen as exclusive to only one theme; thus, some codes were 

included in more than one of the five themes. For example, peer assessment reoccurs in 

several themes but is enlightened through different angles. The comparative analysis 

continued with the fourth phase (Braun & Clark, 2006), which is described as reviewing the 

themes, with the objective that data within a theme should cohere together meaningfully. This 

is pursued by comparing codes within and between themes. During this process, some codes 

were moved, and others were deleted because they had no relevance to group work 

assessment in educational settings. What were initially tentative suggestions slowly emerged 

as more defined themes; thus, subthemes emerged more clearly through this process. In 

exceptional cases, where information in the abstracts was not sufficient to reach an 

understanding of the research content, relevant parts of the publications were read. Finally, 

during this fourth phase, a thematic map (including maps of the five themes and their 

subthemes) was constructed. This process also led to the exclusion of a further 53 articles and 

dissertations since they lacked relevance and were not about group work assessment. 

Consequently, 90 articles and dissertations remained in the dataset.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) stipulate that researchers should consider the validity of 

their themes in relation to the data set. In our analysis, this consideration was part of the 

writing process, in which we continuously referred to the codes and their related meaning 

units when writing about the themes. The fifth phase, defining and naming the themes, was 

an ongoing process throughout the analysis, and the names of the themes were modified back 

and forth until they received a definitive name. The sixth phase is to produce the report. Here, 

the process continued with a systematic review of all the selected literature in full text. This 
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was a deductive process during which relevant information from the literature was placed 

into the structure based on the thematic map of themes and subthemes. During this process of 

writing, no main themes were added or deleted; however, some subthemes were slightly 

rearranged when this became necessary. Also, in some subthemes new aspects were added. 

The most extensive changes were made to the themes what is assessed in group work? and 

methods for group work assessment, which were rearranged because the number of details 

added made it necessary to reconstruct the themes.  

Our experience was that the process of writing started early in the analysis and can be 

described as running in parallel with the process of building the thematic map. Henceforth in 

this review, the thematic map is labelled as a typology. Braun and Clarke (2006) stated that 

the analysis is not linear, which is consistent with our experience in that the process moved 

back and forth throughout the analysis alongside the writing of the themes. The themes were 

revised, reconstructed, and refined throughout the writing process. Furthermore, during the 

process of reading the literature in full text, the exclusion of publications continued as it 

became clear that some which had been previously identified lacked relevance for the review 

since they were not situated in the context of group work assessment. Across these steps, 90 

full-text scholarly articles and dissertations were included. During the process of further 

reading, an additional seven publications were excluded; five of these were not situated in the 

context of group work, and two of the dissertations could not be found in full text. At the 

conclusion of the analysis process, 83 articles and dissertations were included in the final 

review. 

Results 

The results are presented on the basis of the five main themes that were constructed 

during the thematic analysis; namely: (a) the purpose of group work assessment, (b) what is 
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assessed in group work, (c) methods of group work assessment, (d) effects and consequences 

of group work assessment, and (e) quality in group work assessment (see Figure 2). Several 

subthemes comprise each theme, which in turn mostly includes aspects describing the content 

of the subtheme. The themes are not mutually exclusive and some aspects occur in more than 

one theme, alluding to different parts of group work assessment. Furthermore, an aspect may 

exist within several themes, due to the different content of the articles included in the review. 

For example, peer assessment reoccurs in several themes but is elucidated from different 

perspectives. Group work assessment is defined as a comprehensive concept, including all 

the types of feedback, evaluation, and assessment that are carried out in connection with 

students’ working in groups. Thus, group work assessment includes formative assessment 

and summative assessment at both individual and group levels. In research, there are also 

several terms used for grades (e.g., grades and marks); here, the term grade is used. 

Theme 1: The Purpose of Group Work Assessment 

The first theme includes research concerning the purpose of group work assessment, 

which encompasses reasons for why assessment in connection with group work is 

implemented. Assessment can address different purposes. It can involve assessments that are 

implemented during the ongoing processes to promote students’ continued development and 

learning, which can be addressed as formative assessment. Also, the purpose can be to assess 

each student’s level of knowledge to give grades, which concern summative assessment. This 

theme comprises the following four subthemes: (a) improving group work, (b) promoting 

learning, (c) giving grades, and (d) emulating real life (Figure 2). 

Improving group work. The first subtheme regarding the purpose of group work 

assessment concern how the assessment can be used to improve the quality of group work by 
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supporting the group process. It consists of two aspects: (a) achieving accountability and (b) 

promoting group processes.  

Achieving accountability is about the relationship between group work assessment 

and accountability (i.e., the degree to which each member of the group participates and does 

their fair share of the work; Johnson & Johnson, 2004). The importance of creating 

conditions for group members to take responsibility for the joint assignment is frequently 

emphasized in the reviewed literature. Using summative assessment (Almond, 2009) at an 

individual level (Briscoe, 1994) can enhance students’ motivation for accepting individual 

accountability. Using peer assessment can further encourage students to take a more 

comprehensive perspective on the group work (Kao, 2013).  

Group work assessment can be used for the purpose of promoting group processes. 

Typically occurring problems that may inhibit the group process concern social loafing and 

free-riding in groups. Group work assessment can be used for the purpose of preventing these 

phenomena. Several studies have concluded that peer assessment can reduce problems with 

free-riding in groups (Brooks & Ammons, 2003; Cheng & Warren, 2000; Freeman & 

McKenzie, 2002), especially if the criteria for assessment are specific and the procedure is 

pursued multiple times (Brooks & Ammons, 2003). Furthermore, it has been investigated 

whether diaries both at group and individual levels can reduce social loafing in group work 

(Dommeyer, 2007). A diary is used as a tool to monitor group members’ behavior and should 

focus on the assignment, problems, and achievements. However, the results of the review 

reveal that diaries at neither the group nor the individual level reduced social loafing in the 

groups. Enhancing cooperation by using feedback (Griesbaum & Görtz, 2010) and enhancing 

teamwork by using in-course assessment (Pratten, Merrick, & Burr, 2014) are other 

suggested approaches to promote group processes. A further example is to allow students to 
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evaluate each other’s performance and reward individual contributions as a possibility to 

promote collaboration in groups (Pocock, Sanders, & Bundy, 2016). 

Promoting learning. The second subtheme involves approaches in which the purpose 

of group work assessment is to promote learning. In this sense, formative assessment, or 

assessment for learning, is used with the intention of giving feedback that supports students’ 

learning process to move forward (McMillan, 2014). Several researchers have concluded that 

group work assessment has great potential to promote learning (Griesbaum & Görtz, 2010; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Mutwarasibo, 2013) at both: (a) the individual level, and (b) the group 

level. 

The individual level concerns the purpose of promoting individual learning in 

cooperative situations. This can be fulfilled by using feedback approaches that provide 

insights into how students perceive their individual learning and help teachers to develop 

learner profiles identifying how each student learns (Griesbaum & Görtz, 2010) or to use 

web-based peer assessment (Freeman & McKenzie, 2002). Strom and Strom (2011) present a 

model, The Teamwork Skill Inventory, which is a further example of a method that can be 

used to identify individual competencies and detect learning needs with the purpose of 

promoting learning. Assessment at the individual level may also be valuable where feedback 

is emphasised as important for students’ development towards a future profession (Harrison, 

Lebler, Carey, Hitchcock & O’Bryan, 2013).  

The group level concerns how students’ engagement in a cooperative learning 

environment can be used to promote learning. Here, the importance of valid assessment for 

learning to explore features of cooperative assessment is emphasized (Hargreaves, 2007) and 

also whether structured cooperative learning activities provide conditions for better learning 

(Kablan, 2014). When assessing groups with the purpose of promoting learning at a group 
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level, in-course assessment is presented as one useful option (Pratten et al., 2014) with 

writing groups as another, both enhancing students’ engagement (Mutwarasibo, 2013). 

Finally, digital technologies are suggested to promote learning in multi-disciplinary teams 

(Prins, Sluijsmans, Kirschner, & Strijbos, 2005), and facilitate the interaction and cooperation 

within groups (Webb, 2010). 

Giving grades. This subtheme relates to the evaluation of the learning outcome by 

comparing it against a set of assessment criteria with the purpose of giving grades (McMillan, 

2014), and thus refers to a summative assessment. In the reviewed literature, two examples 

can be found where individual grades are derived from group work. One approach is to give 

individual grades by deriving them from several assessments (e.g., Pratten et al., 2014; Lejk 

et. al., 1996; Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990); another approach is to use an individual test of 

content knowledge within a group project (Pocock et al., 2016). In the latter example, group 

members cooperated to create a poster and afterwards the group discussed each member’s 

contributions and thereafter allocated grades by following specific criteria. 

Emulating real life. This subtheme illustrates how a purpose of using group work 

assessment can be to emulate real life. Both Alden (2011) and Almond (2009) conclude that 

the purpose of giving the same grade to a group of students, even if the members may have 

contributed with different amounts of effort, is that it emulates situations in real life where 

group members are often rewarded as a group (e.g., groups in a workplace or a sports team). 

Another argument is that working in groups trains and prepares students with important skills 

for future group work in professional life (Gammie & Matson, 2007). Group work 

assessment is seen as necessary for getting students to focus on group work skills, such as the 

ability to work in groups (Rafiq & Fullerton, 1996). Peer- and self-assessment are especially 

highlighted as closely related to projects in real life and thus useful if this is the purpose. 
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Theme 2: What is Assessed in Group Work? 

The second theme, what is assessed in group work? encompasses the knowledge and 

skills that are evaluated and measured by the assessment procedure. Research illustrates that 

students can experience what is to be assessed in group work as vague and often described in 

general terms by teachers (Forslund Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011). In some research, a 

distinction is also made between the assessment of students’ different contributions to the 

group process and the intended outcome of the group’s joint work; for instance, learning 

and/or a product (e.g., Forslund Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011; Onyia & Allen, 2012; 

Orr, 2010). This theme comprises the following three subthemes: (a) contribution, (b) 

knowledge, and (c) product (see Figure 2). 

Contribution. The first subtheme concerns the assessment of group members’ 

contributions to group work. Contribution is the most frequent focus of what is assessed in 

group work in the reviewed research (e.g., Cheng & Warren, 2000; Conway et al., 1993; 

Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990). Contribution comprises three aspects: (a) group interaction (b) 

intellectual, and (c) workload. 

Group interaction includes the different ways in which group members can contribute 

by interacting with other members during group work: (a) cooperation, (b) positive 

behaviour, and (c) communication. Cooperation and working together are described by 

means of several criteria in the reviewed literature, such as cooperative abilities (Forslund 

Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011), attendance at meetings or teamwork (e.g., Alden, 2011; 

Brooks & Ammons, 2003; Strom & Strom, 2011), participating in discussions (Yurdabakan, 

2011), helping the group to function well and be efficient as a group (Goldfinch, 2006; Wu et 

al., 2013), being a good team player (Murray and Boyd, 2015), or contributing with 

leadership (Wu et al., 2013). Another way for group members to support the interaction 
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within the group is by contributing with positive behavior; for example, by showing a 

positive attitude (Lejk et al., 2001a; Onyia & Allen, 2012), being adaptable (Lejk et al., 

2001a), showing enthusiasm (Brooks & Ammons, 2003; Goldfinch, 2006), being motivated 

(Lejk et al., 2001a), getting along with teammates (Strom & Strom, 2011), interacting (Earl, 

1986), being sociable (De Wever et al., 2011), or taking responsibility (Yurdabakan, 2011). A 

third way of contributing to the group interaction is by communicating with teammates 

(Strom & Strom, 2011), discussing and formulating opinions, by using grounded arguments 

(De Wever et al., 2011), and negotiating with the group (Alden, 2011), accepting constructive 

criticism and being a good listener (Lejk & Wyvill, 2001a), as well as seeking and sharing 

information (Strom & Strom, 2011).  

Intellectual contributions, the second aspect, entail different kinds of contribution, 

such as generating ideas or suggestions (e.g., Butcher et al., 1995; Goldfinch, 2006; Murray 

& Boyd, 2015), conducting a literature search and analysing the literature (e.g., Cheng & 

Warren, 2000; Kench et al., 2009; Murray & Boyd, 2015), solving problems (Alden, 2011; 

Lejk et al., 2001a), thinking critically and creatively (Strom & Strom, 2011), or 

understanding what is required (Goldfinch, 2006). It can also be about contributing technical 

skills (Lejk et al., 2001a), or knowing how to use technology properly. 

The third aspect concerns the workload each group member puts into group work. For 

instance, contributing with a workload can be about generic contributions, such as getting the 

job done by: Pulling a fair share (Brooks & Ammons, 2003; Butcher et al., 1995), making an 

effort (Alden, 2011; Freeman, 1995), or just participating in the group work (Alden, 2011; 

Kench et al., 2009; Murray & Boyd, 2015). Further examples concern carrying out the task 

(Butcher et al., 1995), and performing tasks (Alden, 2011; Goldfinch 2006; Yudrabakan, 

2011). The contribution may also be more specific, such as participating in meetings (Butcher 
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et al., 1995; Lejk et al., 2001a), demonstrating effectiveness in meetings (Alden, 2011), 

keeping group deadlines (Brooks & Ammons, 2003), or contributing to data collection 

(Johnston & Miles, 2004; Li, 2001). 

As seen above, there are various possibilities for group members to contribute to the 

group’s process in different ways. All the criteria found are examples of what in focus in the 

assessment of contribution. One conclusion that can be drawn from the reviewed literature 

concerning the subtheme contribution is that it is not really the process that is assessed but 

instead different forms of contribution to the process of group work. Process is defined as the 

approach and interaction among students in group work, whereby they contribute in different 

ways to reaching a joint outcome. 

Knowledge. The second subtheme regarding what is assessed in group work 

encompasses the knowledge that springs from group work. Knowledge is described as an 

outcome that can be assessed by teachers at both a group and an individual level (van Aalst & 

Chan, 2007; McKechan & Ellis, 2012) as well as both quantitively and qualitatively in 

relation to the group’s product (McKechan & Ellis, 2012). Theoretical knowledge and 

cooperative abilities are two aspects of knowledge pointed out by Forslund Frykedal and 

Hammar Chiriac (2011). The skills observed when students orally present group work are 

other examples of what is assessed (Earl, 1986; Lejk et al., 2001a). However, given that 

knowledge is a desired outcome from any process of learning, surprisingly little could be 

found in the reviewed literature. 

Product. The third subtheme regarding what is assessed in group work is product, 

which is also an outcome that springs from group work (Alden, 2011). Product, along with 

participation and contribution, are the typical components when grading group work. In the 

reviewed literature, there are criteria described for assessing the process of work that leads to 
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the final product. In this sense, process and product become intertwined with each other. One 

sort of product described is a presentation (e.g., Kench et al., 2009; Li, 2001; Torres 

Skoumal, 2001). Butcher et al. (1995) and Pocock et al. (2016) give examples in which a 

poster is assessed at the end of a project; in these cases, both the presentation and each 

member’s contribution were assessed by peers. Other products that are assessed are written 

reports (e.g., Dingel et al., 2013; Kench et al., 2009; Wu et al., 2013) or conference papers 

(Wu et al., 2013). 

Theme 3: Methods of Group Work Assessment 

The third theme concerns methods of group work assessment, and comprises the 

methods that teachers and/or students use to perform different types of group work 

assessment. In this context, method describes how to gather, analyse, and evaluate 

information about knowledge, skills, products, and processes in group work at both the 

individual and group level. Methods of assessment include assessment strategies applied 

from within the group by students through self- and peer-assessment, and from outside the 

group by the teacher. This theme includes three subthemes: (a) individual assessment, (b) 

group assessment, and (c) combined individual and group assessment (Figure 2). 

Individual assessment. Of the three subthemes regarding methods of group work 

assessment, methods concerning individual assessment constitute the area that is by far the 

most thoroughly covered in the reviewed literature. It consists of four aspects: (a) self-

assessment, (b) portfolio, (c) teacher observation, and (d) combinations of peer assessment.  

Self-assessment is a process whereby a student creates a self-report that evaluates 

their own work (McMillan, 2014). Self-assessment is a useful method for providing 

information about group processes that are otherwise invisible to teachers (Griesbaum & 

Görtz, 2010). For example, students’ individual logs can be valuable for assessing individual 
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contributions to group work (Orr, 2010), or to gather information about students’ own skills 

that can be used by a teacher in the process of forming groups (Blowers, 2003). 

Portfolio is a collection of documents created by a student and can be used for 

tracking each member’s contribution to the group’s work (Alden, 2011). For instance, Singer-

Freeman, Bastone, and Skrivanek (2016) used electronic portfolios in a project where 

students worked in groups but were assessed individually, based on certain criteria for 

learning. The assessment was not used for grading but only for the students to discuss in their 

groups.  

Teacher observation is one possibility for teachers to perform an informal assessment 

of students’ progress by walking around the classroom to observe the groups working, and 

thus collecting anecdotal evidence (Gillies & Boyle, 2010). This assessment procedure can 

also have a formative focus, whereby teachers give instant formative comments on 

contributions by handing out brief notes to students (McKechan & Ellis, 2012). 

Combinations of peer assessment are the most extensively researched aspect 

regarding methods for individual assessment. Peer assessment can be described as a process 

whereby students assess each other’s learning, contributions and/or efforts (Johnson & 

Johnson, 2004) and provides a solution for the problem of how to get inside information from 

the group about their process (Zhang & Ohland, 2009). It is used as a method of extracting 

information about each individual’s contribution to the process within the group work (e.g., 

Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990; Ko, 2013; Murray & Boyd, 2015). However, to be able to get 

information about each individual’s contribution and calculate individual grades from peer 

assessment requires methods that adjust the result in order to avoid errors in peer rankings of 

each other (Bushell, 2006). There are different methods for doing so (i.e., Lejk et al., 1996; 

Bushell, 2006; Li, 2001). One method is multiplication of the group mark by using an 
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individual weighting factor (IWF). By using peer assessment of contribution, an IWF can be 

calculated by multiplying the result of each member’s assessment by the group grade. 

Goldfinch and colleagues (Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990; Goldfinch, 2006) and Conway et al. 

(1993) used a similar method by allowing students to employ a scheme involving different 

criteria to assess each other and themselves (see also Johnston & Miles [2004] for a further 

example). A conclusion from using peer assessment that uses both assessment from peers in a 

class and peers within the group is that it is perceived as fair by the students (Conway et al., 

1993).  

According to Onyia (2014), methods using IWF can be categorized by following three 

possibilities: (a) equal weighting, where peer assessment is worth the same as the teacher’s 

assessment of the final product, (b) combining peer assessment and teachers’ assessment 

from an individual report or presentation; for instance, individual diaries assessed by a 

teacher can be combined with peer assessment (Rafiq & Fullerton, 1996; Dommeyer, 2007; 

Keppell et al., 2006) or peer assessment can function alongside an individual essay (Plastow 

et al., 2010), and (c) unequal weighting, where either the teacher’s assessment or the peer 

assessment is weighted more. 

Several researchers have used and developed further methods based on IWF (e.g., 

Cheng & Warren, 2000; Falchikov, 1993; Wu et al., 2013). Ko (2013) has developed IWF by 

using an algorithm that is assumed to improve fairness and reliability in the assessment, and 

that allows teachers to choose whether some criteria should be weighted more than others in 

the assessment. Li (2000) used an IWF method as a normalisation process whereby grades 

were adjusted by using a calculation that is supposed to take care of bias and shortcomings in 

the process of peer assessment, and finally, Murray and Boyd (2015) used the web to pursue 
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IWF. Results from the reviewed literature indicate that research on the use of IWF to derive 

individual assessments and grades from peer assessment occurs in a large number of studies.  

Another method for deriving an individual grade from peer assessment is to allow 

peers to distribute a pool of grades among group members by using predetermined categories 

(e.g., Lejk et al., 1996; Earl, 1986; Freeman, 1995). The results of the peer assessment can 

then be added to the group grade to generate an individual grade from the teacher. A 

comparable method allows students to get a plus or minus contribution grade from peer 

assessment that could help the teacher to adjust individual grades (Lejk et al., 1996), or a 

reduced individual grade as a penalty for insufficient participation (Kench et al., 2009).  

Finally, the following studies which combine different assessment methods (including 

peer assessment) were found in the review: A computer-based portfolio to capture both 

collective and individual aspects of learning was studied by Van Aalst (2007). Each portfolio 

was assessed formatively and summatively by the teacher following set criteria. A 

combination of several assessments, of which one was peer-assessment, to give an individual 

grade, was conducted by Edgerton and McKechinie (2002) and Torres-Skoumal (2001). A 

combination of peer assessment and self-assessment whereby students evaluate their own and 

peers’ skills and attitudes based on set criteria were studied by Strom and Strom (1999), and 

Strom, Strom, and Moore (1999). The information from these assessments were used to 

inform the teacher about students’ teamwork skills based on the group’s interaction. The 

results of the peer assessment were used both formatively and summatively. Results from the 

reviewed literature indicate that research combining peer-assessment with other assessment 

methods at both individual and group level, as well as both formative and summative 

assessment, occurs in a number of studies. 
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Group assessment. The second subtheme describes how to assess knowledge, skills, 

products, and processes at a group level. In the reviewed literature, two aspects of group 

assessment can be found: (a) group outcome and (b) computer-based group assessment. 

Group outcome encompasses the teacher’s assessment of the whole group’s work; for 

instance, when all the members of a group get the same grade based on the group’s joint 

product and effort (Alden, 2011). One method for assessing a group as whole is to let the 

group take a test together. One example found in the reviewed literature is when students 

worked in groups with study questions handed out by a teacher. First, the students answered 

the questions individually, and then gave each other feedback. After the group had studied 

together, they took a group-based test and received a group grade (Dallmer, 2004). 

Group work assessment at the group level can also involve pursuing computer-based 

group assessment. For instance, the group’s level of cooperation can be assessed as student 

work cooperatively on a wiki (van Aals & Chan, 2007; De Wever et al., 2011). This process 

can be formative as a teacher can use computers to give formative feedback on a presentation 

to a group (Webb, 2010).  

Combined individual and group assessment. The third subtheme concerning group 

work assessment describes how methods can be combined for both individual and group 

assessment. In these combinations of methods, the results lead to at least two separate 

assessments. For instance, if a group task is combined with individual activity, the group task 

can be assessed at a group level while individual activity is assessed at an individual level 

(Lejk et al., 1996; Epstein, 2007). One approach is to combine a cooperative written text 

along with individual journals from each student, which leads to one group assessment 

alongside individual assessments (Daemmrich, 2010). Another approach found in the 

reviewed literature is to keep the process of learning in groups separate from the assessment 
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by using group work only as a way to structure learning. Afterwards, each student turns in an 

individual paper for assessment, combined with feedback given to the group on their product 

(Briscoe, 1994). Similar to this approach is another example in which self-assessment was 

accomplished through individual written learning logs, or group discussion combined with an 

individual paper assessed by a teacher (Gillies & Boyle, 2010). Another combination of 

methods is a test that includes two parts, one accomplished individually while the second is 

solved jointly by working in groups (Crowley, 1997). Finally, there is an example of a 

method that includes three assessments: two at the group level, consisting of a group 

assignment followed by group questioning, and the third at the individual level, based on 

individual questioning (Pratten et al., 2014). 

Theme 4: Effects and Consequences of Group Work Assessment 

The fourth theme, effects and consequences of group work assessment, entails 

research emphasizing the various effects and consequences arising from using group work 

assessment. When assessment is applied in group situations, it influences students and 

teachers in different ways. Using group work assessment causes something to happen, either 

positive (supporting the affected aspect) or negative (hampering the affected aspect) for the 

students, either at the individual or group level. Furthermore, the use of group work 

assessment has consequences for teachers’ assessment practice. Hence, this theme comprises 

three subthemes, two concerning effects on students: (a) effects on the individual, (b) effects 

on the group, and the third: (c) the consequences for teachers’ assessment practice (Figure 

2). 

Effects on the individual. The first subtheme concerning the effects of group work 

assessment at the individual level entails three aspects: (a) learning, (b) grades, and (c) 

psycho-social effects. 
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Learning concerns the ways in which group work assessment influences an 

individual’s learning. Peer assessment has been pointed out by several researchers as having 

a positive effect on students’ learning. When students assess each group member’s answer, it 

promotes higher achievement compared to teaching methods where students only supply 

individual answers (Kablan, 2013). Peer assessment focusing on formative assessment with 

the aim of developing the outcome of the group’s work is also considered to have positive 

effects on students’ learning (Keppell et al., 2006). The effect of using peer assessment in 

combination with self-assessment has been investigated but is not recommended since top-

performing students tend to underrate themselves and low-performing students tend to 

overrate themselves (Lejk et al., 2001b). Still, there are also results from the reviewed 

research that illustrate positive effects of using self-assessment. For instance, a positive effect 

on students’ academic achievement has been reported (Ali, 2015), especially if feedback is 

given individually (Archer-Kath, Johnson, & Johnson, 1994). Group work assessment also 

supports high achievement when using cooperative tests (Hanshaw, 2012) and has a strong 

positive influence on students’ relationship with e-learning (Murray & Boyd, 2015). 

However, it is the less able students’ learning that gains most from group assessment 

(Ballantine & McCourt Larres, 2007). 

The research discussed above does not always explicitly label the type of learning that 

is the focus of the articles, but discusses learning in general. Some articles concern the 

learning of skills (i.e., talent, ability, or proficiency in a particular area/competence in doing 

something) that may come as a result of using group work assessment. Other articles 

conclude that group work assessment can facilitate students’ development of certain abilities, 

such as generic skills (Ballantine et al., 2007), that self-assessment in group work has a 
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positive effect on students’ self-regulation (Ali, 2015), and promotes students’ learning 

behaviour towards a meta-cognitive orientation (Griesbaum & Görtz, 2010).  

The subtheme grades concern the effect that group work assessment may have on 

grades. Research on group grades has revealed that high-achieving students get lower grades 

in groups than they normally would have received when working alone, and lower-achieving 

students received higher grades in groups than they normally would have received 

individually (Moore & Hampton, 2014). Furthermore, Plastow et al. (2010) found that, when 

students receive group grades, most students get higher grades than they would have got if 

graded individually.  

Psycho-social effects concern the influence that group work assessment can have on a 

personal level (i.e., the individual’s attitude, motivation, stress, and anxiety). If teachers 

assess individual performance within the group, it can help students to develop a more 

positive attitude towards group work (Chapman & van Auken, 2001). Students prefer to 

receive individual grades for their own contribution, and this means that individual 

assessment and/or structured peer assessment can ease their concerns about grade equity (Orr, 

2010). A majority of students also prefer individual assessment over group assessment 

(Murray & Boyd, 2015) and encounter group assessment with scepticism (Stanier, 1997). 

Alden (2011) investigated students’ preferences regarding group work assessment and found 

that the methods of recorded review and portfolio are perceived as the fairest and most valid 

methods for group work assessment, with the least preferred being peer assessment. Students’ 

attitudes towards group assessment show that they find the method unfair and believe that it 

allows individuals to hide in group work (Lejk et al., 1997). One conclusion is that students 

prefer types of group work assessment where each group member’s contribution is assessed, 

and these types of group work assessment are also perceived as being most fair and valid. 



24 

 

However, students can also express positive feelings towards the use of group assessment 

(Ballantine & McCourt, 2007).  

Research investigating students’ attitudes towards peer assessment reveal that in 

general they are positive (Mutwarasibo, 2013; Prins et al., 2005). A majority of students 

perceive peer assessment as fair (Jin, 2012; Onyia & Allen, 2012) and believe that students 

should play a part in assessment (Jin, 2012; Mutwarasibo, 2013). Nevertheless, students have 

some concerns regarding the possibility of bias and that they might experience a lack of 

training in using peer assessment (Walker, 2001). Another concern is that they do not like to 

assess peers (Mutwarasibo, 2013) because it feels uncomfortable and intimidating (Edgerton 

& McKechnie, 2002; Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990; Pocock et al., 2016). However, students 

showed a more positive attitude towards group work and peer assessment after they had 

participated in the research project (Walker, 2001) or after being given an opportunity to 

discuss the assessment criteria (Stanier, 1997). Overall, students are more positive towards a 

holistic approach to peer assessment than a criterion-based one (Lejk et al., 1997).  

Group work assessment can also have a positive effect on students’ motivation. 

Giving individual feedback in group work assessment can increase students’ achievement and 

motivation for learning (Archer-Kath et al., 1994). Furthermore, group work assessment can 

reduce students’ levels of anxiety (Daemmrich, 2010; Hanshaw, 2012) and stress (Hanshaw, 

2012) when cooperative tests are used, which are perceived positively by both teachers 

(Hanshaw, 2012) and students (Daemmrich, 2010; Hanshaw, 2012). According to 

Daemmrich (2010), it is also possible to reduce anxiety over group grades by allowing 

students to have a second chance by individually redrafting a cooperatively written paper and 

getting a new grade.  
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Effects on the group. The second subtheme concerns the effects of group work 

assessment at the group level. The analysis reveals three aspects connected to group 

processes and sheds light on whether group work assessment facilitates or hampers the 

processes of: (a) cooperation, (b) contribution, and (c) relations. 

Cooperation encompasses the effects of group work assessment on the cooperation 

within the group. Results from the reviewed literature indicate that grading seems to be a 

determining factor. However, the results are not without contradictions. On the one hand, 

cooperation among group members increases when group grading is used (Stuart, 1994) but, 

on the other hand, group work assessment can encourage rivalry within groups whereby 

group work might become a fight for grades among students (Orr, 2010). Another negative 

aspect of individual grading is that it seems to impair or hinder cooperation, due to reduced 

pooling and sharing of information between the group members (Hayek et al., 2015). Still, 

more positive results can be found regarding different types of assessment effects on 

cooperation. By using peer assessment (De Wever et al., 2011), or self-assessment (van Aals 

& Chan, 2007), cooperation in the group can be enhanced. Individual feedback can also result 

in a greater perception of cooperation (Archer-Kath et al., 1994). 

Contribution entails research focusing on the effect that group work assessment has 

on members’ contributions when working in cooperative situations. The crucial aspect seems 

to be type of assessment. Individual grading in group work can influence members’ 

contributions in a positive direction; in fact, when individual assessment was compared to 

duration of group work and group size, it was the only factor that had any effect on group 

members’ contributions to group work (Joo, 2017). Assessment of individuals and peer 

assessment (as seen in the previous theme) arises as a possibility, but this can also lead to 

differentiated contributions (Johnston & Miles, 2004). Students’ contributions to the group 



26 

 

can also be influenced by the occurrence of free-riding; i.e., when a student’s behaviour 

(including their contribution) in a group is influenced negatively by the presence of others. 

Even here, peer assessment is presented as giving the possibility to detect (Griesbaum & 

Görtz, 2010) and eliminate (Kao, 2013) free-riding in groups by establishing individual 

accountability and positive interdependence. 

Relations focuses on whether relations are influenced by group work assessment. The 

results of the reviewed literature conclude that group work assessment can actually help 

building positive relationships among group members by providing individual feedback 

(Archer-Kath et al., 1994) and build friendships between students by using cooperative tests 

(Hanshaw, 2012). 

Consequences for teachers’ assessment practice. The third subtheme about the 

effects of group work assessment relate to the consequences of the use of group work 

assessment for teachers’ assessment practice. Two aspects have been identified: (a) grading 

and (b) obtaining information.  

Grading is a central part of assessment. Group work assessment not only influences 

student grades (see above) but also has consequences for teachers’ grading practices. For 

instance, researchers have examined the effect of using group work assessment in relation to 

the distribution of grades within groups. Several publications have revealed that peer 

assessment seems to have the effect of widening the distribution of individual grades given in 

a group (e.g., Cheng & Warren, 2000; Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990; Zhang & Ohland, 2009). 

Obtaining information concerns the challenge facing teachers, when using group 

work assessment, of obtaining information about work and processes during the group work. 

It is challenging to assess individuals in a group (Harrison et al., 2013), due to the difficulties 

teachers experience in acquiring information about each student’s contribution to the group 
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work (Brooks & Ammons, 2003). One reason is that the teacher is not always present while 

students are working in groups, which consequently leaves the teacher with a lack of 

information to apply to the assessment procedure (Murray & Boyd, 2015). Leaving teachers 

with a lack of information is troubling since it is hard to determine each student’s 

contribution to the work (McKechan & Ellis, 2012).  

Theme 5: Quality in Group Work Assessment 

The fifth theme concerns the criteria used to evaluate quality in group work 

assessment. These quality criteria rate whether the group work assessment method being used 

is reliable and fair, from both the students’ and the teachers’ perspectives. Validity, 

reliability, and fairness are the criteria applied in the evaluation of quality (McMillan, 2014). 

Validity concerns how well the assessment corresponds to the aim of the group work, while 

reliability is about the precision of the assessment. Fairness is about how to provide equal 

conditions for all students in the group and how to perform the assessment without bias. 

Validity and reliability are integrated within several references and therefore difficult to 

separate. Nevertheless, regarding validity, it is argued that a valid assessment should support 

its purpose (Hargreaves, 2007). Concerning learning in a cooperative environment, a valid 

assessment should support both learning and group processes. Results from the reviewed 

literature also indicate that group work assessment has the potential to improve validity if 

skills and competencies related to real-life situations are included in the assessment (see the 

aspect emulating real life, Gammie & Matson, 2007).  

Group work assessment is a multidimensional concept which includes the use of a 

number of methods of assessment in conjunction with group work. Consequently, one cannot 

talk about quality in group work assessment as though there were only one method, but must 

refer to the method mentioned. Therefore, this theme has the following subthemes: (a) quality 
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in peer assessment, (b) quality in methods for individual assessment, (c) quality in group 

grading, and (d) quality in method combinations (Figure 2). 

Quality in peer assessment. The first subtheme in relation to quality of group work 

assessment concerns one of the most frequently used methods in group work assessment, 

namely, peer assessment. In previous themes when reviewing methods we have concluded 

that peer assessment is often used in combination with individual assessment. Since there is 

so much research concerning peer assessment, this constitutes a subtheme on its own, 

encompassing two aspects: (a) validity and reliability and (b) fairness. 

Validity and reliability. The review reveals an ambiguous result in terms of the 

reliability of peer assessment; some results speak of high reliability (Johnston & Miles, 2004; 

De Wever et al., 2011), but a larger number speak of low validity and reliability, implying 

that using peer assessment can reduce the validity and reliability of group work assessment 

(e.g., Gammie & Matson, 2007; Murray & Boyd, 2015; Orr, 2010). Problems pertaining to 

reliability in connection with peer assessment include a low correlation between peer 

evaluations and students’ course performance (Dingel et al., 2013), or when the results of 

peer assessment are compared with self-assessment (Johnston & Miles, 2004), or with whole-

course assessment (Dingel et al., 2013). Different interpretations of grading scales, errors in 

intra-group rankings, or problems with free-riders also affect the reliability negatively 

(Johnston & Miles, 2004). Reliability in terms of comparing teachers’ assessments with peer 

assessment show a similar pattern. According to Freeman (1995), there is no difference in 

average scores when comparing peer and teacher assessment. Other researchers highlight 

problems in reliability related to differences in what is assessed (i.e. peers tend to assess 

effort instead of skill; Dingel et al., 2013), and rating of performance (i.e. peers tend to 

overrate poor performances and underrate good performances; Freeman, 1995). According to 
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Cheng and Warren (1999), peer assessment is not sufficiently reliable, although it is possible 

to reduce the differences between peer and teacher assessments by practice in assessment. 

When it comes to the students’ perspective on the reliability of peer and self-

assessment, they have little faith in these methods (Griesbaum & Görtz, 2010). Lejk and 

Wyvill (2001b) suggest that teachers refrain from using self-assessment as a summative 

assessment, since there is a tendency for top-performing students to underestimate their 

contribution and vice versa. Students raise even more doubts about peer summative 

assessment, which they regard as a flawed and unserious practice. Still, reliability and 

validity can be improved if students are assessed individually as well. But there are also 

results that are in opposition to these findings. Most of the methods presented that weight 

individual contributions by using self- and peer-assessment are also unreliable (Spatar et al., 

2015) and it is hard to interpret them correctly when deriving individual grades from group 

performances (Almond, 2009), which may cause problems with reliability using this kind of 

technique (Kablan, 2014). Furthermore, Mathew (1993) concluded that peer assessment is 

not a robust enough assessment strategy to be used as a basis for distributing grades. 

Fairness in peer assessment is one factor that may influence the quality of 

assessment. Peer assessment can be one strategy used to increase fairness in group work 

assessment (e.g., Gammie & Matson, 2007; Ko, 2013; Onyia, 2014) because it can make 

each individual effort more apparent. To improve and structure a fair peer assessment, some 

prerequisites are proposed; that students: (a) pursue the assessment of each other’s 

contributions progressively, with concrete documents and evidence (Onyia & Allen, 2012), 

(b) use set criteria to structure the assessment, including an individual weighting factor 

strategy in the form of an algorithm (Ko, 2013), and (c) use anonymous peer assessment 

(Lejk et al., 2001b; Freeman & McKenzie, 2002; Kench et al., 2009). Fairness in peer 
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assessment can also be improved by combining it with a teacher assessment in which each 

individual contribution is calculated (Cheng & Warren, 2000). However, results from the 

reviewed research also elucidate that peer assessment may decrease fairness. One of the most 

frequently occurring worries that students express concerns bias (Walker, 2001). There is 

research concerning bias in peer assessment compared with self-assessment (Johnston & 

Miles, 2004). One conclusion is that students rate their own contribution higher than those of 

other group members. Since self- and peer-assessment is a subjective process, the factor of 

bias has to be accounted for when extracting individual grades from group grades. One way 

to handle the problem of bias in peer assessment could be to use a method that includes 

normalization (Li, 2001), although this idea has been criticized by Bushell (2006), who 

instead suggests a method whereby the rank order between peer assessors should be 

preserved as far as possible.  

Different types of bias may occur in peer assessment in group work. In the reviewed 

literature, we found that bias can be based on: (a) friendship, (b) gender, (c) race, and (d) 

group role. Bias in peer assessment based on friendships and social interactions is described 

as a factor that may influence the results of peer assessment (Magin, 2001). Some researchers 

point out from their own experience with peer assessment that students find it hard to be 

unbiased and to remember everything that happened in the group during the course 

(Goldfinch & Raeside, 1990). Bias seems to occur unconsciously, but one possibility to 

reduce it is to use methods that correct for errors in peer assessment (Bushell, 2006). Further 

results also indicate that friends tend to give higher scores to each other (Kench et al., 2009; 

Falchikov, 1986). However, Magin (2001) investigated the bias effect of friendship and 

social interaction and found that it had very little impact, which implies that it is possible to 
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perform peer assessment relatively free from bias if the students fully understand the terms of 

such assessment.  

Bias can also be based on gender (Falchikov & Magin, 1997). In one study, the 

difference between boys’ and girls’ scores was investigated (Yurdabakan, 2011). Girls came 

closer to the teachers’ score than boys when assessing each other’s contributions. Boys 

assessed both other boys and girls equally but girls on the other hand gave other girls and 

boys lower scores in comparison to the boys.  

Finally, race and group role are additional factors that can introduce bias when using 

peer assessment (Dingel & Wei, 2013). For example, white students and leaders seem to 

receive higher evaluations from their peers than others (Dingel & Wei, 2013). 

Quality in methods for individual assessment. Even if peer assessment, 

problematized in the previous subtheme, can be considered as a method for individual 

assessment, there are also other methods for this. Thus, this subtheme relates to the quality of 

other methods for individual assessment. Two aspects can be found: (a) validity and 

reliability and (b) fairness. 

Validity and reliability. One aspect that makes individual assessment unreliable is the 

fact that it is challenging for the teacher to assess individual contributions to a task that has 

been carried out within a cooperative setting (Gillies & Boyle, 2010; Harrison et al., 2013; 

Orr, 2010). This is related to the fact that teachers do not have the opportunity to always be 

present during the group’s work (Murray & Boyd, 2015).  

Individual assessment in group work can also be carried out by using portfolios. 

Singer-Freeman et al. (2016) investigated the reliability of using electronic portfolios for 

assessing individuals within group work. The conclusion drawn from their study is that this is 

a reliable way to document cooperative learning. However, the study also investigated 
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whether there are any differences between assessments by teachers who know the students 

and teachers who do not. The conclusion was that the teachers who knew the students found 

more evidence for learning than the teachers who did not know them. This might imply some 

problems with reliability when using portfolios.  

Fairness. Individual grading has been emphasized in several studies as a way to 

improve fairness in group work assessment (Gammie & Matson, 2007; Ko, 2013; Onyia, 

2014). Students state that assessment in group work is unfair (Harrison et al., 2013) if equal 

grades are given to all group members for unequal contributions (Conway et al., 1993; 

Freeman & McKenzie, 2002). One approach to improving fairness in individual assessments 

of group work is by using wikis (Benckendorff, 2009), since the assessment of each 

individual’s product and the grading of an individual within the group becomes more 

transparent. Wikis also reduce student concerns about the distribution of grades because each 

individual’s efforts within the group become more apparent (Caple & Bogle, 2011). 

There are also factors that decrease fairness in individual assessment. For example, it 

is a challenge for teachers to be able to assess each individual contribution to group work and 

make a fair assessment (Harrison et al., 2013; Orr, 2010). Teachers’ lack of experience 

regarding group work assessment methods (Strom & Strom, 2011), especially the lack of 

individual assessment methods (Joo, 2017), could also negatively influence fairness and 

hamper teachers’ performance of group work assessment (Strom & Strom, 2011). 

Quality within group grading. The third subtheme concerns quality within group 

grading (i.e. when a group is rewarded with a joint grade). No significant correlation between 

individual grades and group grades (Plastow et al., 2010), or between group assessment and 

individual assessment (Epstein, 2007) have been found. Students who fail an individual 

assignment can pass the group assignment, and vice versa. Consequently, one conclusion that 
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can be drawn is that a group grade is not an accurate indicator of students’ individual 

performance (Plastow et al., 2010). Additionally, the validity of different methods for 

deriving an individual grade from a group grade by combining a group grade with peer 

assessment of contributions has been investigated (Zhang & Ohland, 2009). Three 

conclusions were drawn from this study. First, a group grade without any adjustments made 

is not a valid way to measure students’ abilities. Second, group size affects the validity of a 

group grade, with the reliability decreasing in larger groups. Third, the study concludes that 

the validity is improved by using a method of peer assessment of contributions combined 

with group grading. Finally, according to students, group grading is a method that does not 

reflect the individual contributions to a group work, which gives additional support to the 

claim that this method may be both unreliable and invalid (Strauss & U, 2007).  

Quality in method combinations. The quality of group work assessment can be 

influenced by using a combination of both individual and group assessment. However, 

combining two or three methods does not enhance the quality of group work assessment per 

se (Edgerton & McKechinie, 2002). On the contrary, these authors show that a combination 

of peer assessment, group assessment, and individual questioning does not correlate with the 

students’ performance in an individual exam. This result is supported by Almond (2009), 

who shows that a combination of group assessment and individual assessment, in which 

individual grades were extracted from teacher, peer- and self-assessments and then compared 

with a summative group assessment, did not enhance the quality. The results revealed that 

students with high individual grades got lower grades in the group assessment and vice versa 

when they were assessed individually. A conclusion that can be drawn from these two 

publications is that the use of several assessment methods does not obviously enhance the 

quality of group work assessment. 
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Discussion 

Based on the results of our review, we have chosen to critically discuss and 

problematize what we consider to be the most important findings. 

Group Work Assessment Becomes the Assessment of Social Skills 

One key finding of this review is that, for the most part, group work assessment turns 

into an assessment of social skills focusing on group processes (e.g., Griesbaum & Görtz, 

2010; Pratten, et al., 2014). Primarily contribution, but also performance, participation, and 

engagement often recur as the focus in group work assessment, while very little research 

addresses the assessment of knowledge acquisition. In fact, in the reviewed research, we 

found no articles discussing or problematizing the absence of knowledge assessment as a 

learning objective. Our inference is that teachers use group work assessment as a means of 

structuring cooperation and making sure that each member contributes to the group’s 

cooperative work. Hence, instead of assessing knowledge and ensuring that the students 

achieve their learning goals, teachers emphasize evaluation of the extent to which each group 

member participates and contributes to the group work. In this sense, group work assessment 

functions as a means of structuring the learning of group work skills and not as an objective 

for assessing knowledge. We argue, in line with McMillan (2014), that in classroom 

assessment the goals, objectives, and standards for assessment are basic and important tools 

for ensuring reliable and fair assessment. Furthermore, in many countries, including the USA, 

the UK, and Sweden, according to the curriculum, assessment should be based on goals that 

are specified in terms of individual knowledge (Lundahl, Hultén, & Tveit, 2016). The 

teachers’ tasks of assessing students’ learning and knowledge are prescribed in the 

curriculum, and it is therefore both surprising and remarkable that so little research on group 
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work assessment takes the teachers’ prescribed assignments into consideration. This area 

therefore needs more attention in further research. 

Focus on Peer Assessment 

Another crucial insight from this review is that a great deal of the existing research 

focuses on peer assessment (e.g., Wu et al., 2013; Ko, 2013; Murray & Boyd, 2015). Most of 

the research using peer assessment as a method of group work assessment employs it to 

resolve the challenge of assessing individuals within a group. However, it might not be 

surprising that peer assessment is so frequently used in group work assessment, since one 

problem emphasized in the reviewed research on group work assessment is to identify who 

did what in the group; that is, each individual’s contribution and/or learning (i.e., Ko, 2013; 

Murray & Boyd, 2015). Here, peer assessment emerges as a solution for gleaning inside 

information about the group’s process and work from the insider perspective of the members 

themselves. Based on the assumption that the students have taken part in the group work, 

they can contribute with unique information about each group member as well as the joint 

group work (e.g., Ko, 2013; Murray & Boyd, 2015; Alden, 2011).  

A conclusion of this review is that quality in group work assessment is an area that 

has generated a lot of studies. We argue that quality in group work assessment must be 

specified by defining the quality aspects of the different methods that constitute the large and 

complex concept of group work assessment. When reviewing the quality of different methods 

of group work assessment, peer assessment emerges as the most extensive subtheme. 

However, this review also reveals that there might be problems with the quality of peer 

assessment in terms of validity and reliability (Dingel et al., 2013; Lejk & Wyvill, 2001b; 

Kablan, 2014), and that there is often a difference between peer and teacher assessment 

(Cheng & Warren, 1999). Consequently, there is a need for research focusing on reliability, 
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validity, and fairness in conjunction with investigations into why peer assessment is so highly 

prioritized and extensive, considering that there is to date little evidence that it can provide 

high-quality assessment. We argue that even more research needs to be carried out 

concerning the assessment of each individual’s achievements during group work in order to 

gain more knowledge about how to implement more high-quality group work assessment for 

each individual student.   

Absence of the Teacher in Individual Assessment within the Group  

A third insight drawn from this review is that there is a lack of research investigating 

the teacher’s role in group work assessment. By allowing peers to assess each other, it seems 

as though the teacher is stepping aside and is absent from the group work assessment process, 

thus leaving the problem in the hands of the students to solve. But when teachers delegate 

their assessment assignment to students, they entrust them with a difficult and complex task. 

Is this reasonable when group work assessment seems to be an overwhelming task, even for 

educated and experienced teachers (e.g. Forslund Frykedal & Hammar Chiriac, 2011, 2016; 

Murray & Boyd, 2015)? This review also reveals that peer assessment is often used in 

combination with the teacher’s assessment. The role of peer assessment has been extensively 

explored but how the teacher’s assessment is pursued has not been investigated in much 

detail. This gap reveals a need for future research focusing on investigating the teacher’s role 

and assignment in group work assessment.  

Conclusions 

In this review of existing research on group work assessment in educational settings, 

an integrated research area consisting of research combining group work and classroom 

assessment has been systematized and developed into a typology presenting an overview of 

the research field. Additionally, through this review, some important findings have been 
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identified, giving us new insights and ideas for future research. The focus on: (a) social skills 

and group processes as an objective for group work assessment, (b) peer assessment and 

quality in conjunction with peer assessment, and (c) the absence of teachers from individual 

assessment in group work assessment, disclose gaps in the research area that need further 

attention. Future research on: (a) how to assess knowledge as a learning objective, (b) how to 

improve quality in group work assessment by considering the quality aspects of reliability, 

validity, and fairness and, finally, (c) the teacher’s role and assignment in group work 

assessment, are essential questions for future research. In sum, this review adds new insights 

and brings a scientific contribution to the research field of group work assessment.  

Limitations 

During the process of writing this review, some limitations have come to our 

attention. Firstly, the range of the review, including 83 articles and dissertations, crafts a 

result-heavy review. A more stringent selection, for instance, focusing on individual 

assessment in group work assessment, could have gained in both depth and scope, providing 

more space for a critical discussion. Secondly, there is no distinction made between different 

school contexts, which might have led to a rather sprawling review. For instance, there might 

be differences in the use of methods and the focus on what is assessed in different school 

contexts, such as higher education compared with compulsory school. Thirdly, there are 

many different terms figuring in the research field of group work assessment. Some terms 

describe the same phenomenon but in different words. In the process of categorizing and 

analysing, it was necessary to interpret these terms, which might have caused some 

misinterpretations.  
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Search for articles and dissertations 

PsychINFO – 2600 results 
ERIC – 2375 results 

Libris 135 results 

Exclusion 
4881 search results excluded (were not 

considered relevant) 
 

Selection 
122 articles and dissertations selected that met 

the inclusion criteria 
 

Exclusion 
107 articles and dissertations excluded (were 

not within an educational context) 
 

Coding 
122 abstracts of articles and dissertations coded 

 

 

Exclusion 
90 articles and dissertations excluded  

(were not within a school context) 
 

Additional search for key references 
21 articles added 

In sum, 143 articles selected 
 

Exclusion 
53 articles and dissertations excluded during 
process of thematisation (lacked relevance,  

were not in the area of group work assessment) 
 

Titles, keywords and  
abstracts read 

229 articles  and dissertations considered 
relevant 

 

Reviewing 
83 articles and dissertation reviewed in full text 

 

Thematisation 
90 abstracts thematised 

 

Figure 1. Search and exclusion process inspired by PRISMA.  

 

Exclusion 
7 publications excluded, 5 of them were not in 

the context of group work and 2 of the 
dissertations could not be found in full text 

 



 

Group Work Assessment

The Purpose of Group Work 
Assessment

Improving group work
- Achieving accountability
- Promoting group work

Promoting learning
- The individual level
- The group level

Giving grades

Emulating real life

What is Assessed in Group 
Work

Contribution
- Group interaction

- Intellectual
- Workload

Knowledge

Product

Methods of Group Work 
Assessment

Individual assessment
- Self-assessment

- Portfolio
- Teacher observation
- Combinations of peer 

assessment

Group assessment
- Group outcome

- Computer-based group 
assessment

Combined individual 
and group assessment

Effects and Consequences of 
Group work Assessment

Effects on the individual
- Learning
- Grades

- Psycho-social effects

Effects on the group
- Cooperation
- Contribution
- Relations

Consequences for the 
teachers' assessment 

practice
- Grading

- Obtaining information

Quality of Group Work 
Assessment

Quality in peer 
assessment

- Validity and reliability
- Fairness

Quality in methods 
for individual assessment

- Validity and reliability
- Fairness

Quality in group grading

Quality in method
combinations

Figure 2. Typology of group work assessment; themes with associated subthemes. 

 


