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GROUP-WORKING DESIGNS IN AN EGAP CLASSROOM 
 

Hồ Thị Phương Nam, M.A.  

Introduction 

There have been scores of studies focusing on ways for teachers to maximize the quality of activities in 
class, many of them have tried to pay attention to the ones which help students act actively in classroom tasks. 
This fact is also a viewpoint on the tendency for today’s dynamic classroom management. This is the one which 
is taken into consideration to create an active environment for students in English classes. Among these ones, 
not only experts but also teachers have agreed that group-working is an effective way. The above discussed 
points are the primary reasons for presenting the article called “Group-working designs in an EGAP 
classroom”, it aims at providing teachers basic pieces of knowledge about Group-working designs and chances 
to design particular group-working tasks from a session in the textbook for their own class participants. This 
article includes two main parts: “the Why” and “the How” about group-working designs in an EGAP 
classroom.  

Theoretical discussions - “The Why” 

First of all, understanding the key term “Group-working” is an absolute must. Two authors Kriflik and 
Mullan defined “Group work” by using a statement of other authors, they said “Group work” was defined “as a 
concept has much in common with project management” (Rossin & Hyland, 2003; Dyrud, 2001, cited in Kriflik 
& Mullan, 2007, p. 14). This statement pointed out the term “project management”, it has emphasized the 
management strategies in managing Group-working designs. Group-working designs require a standard 
procedure for making sure that every related factor works well together until the end of the task. Moreover, on 
page 6, the author Pham N. Q. has provided a simple definition of group-work designs from the author Slavin. 
Pham said that “Cooperative learning includes “instructional methods in which teachers organize students into 
small groups, which then work together to help one another learn academic content” (Slavin, 2011, cited in 
Pham N. Q., 2015, p. 6). This simple statement includes important elements in a group-working design which 
are “instructional methods”, “teachers”, “small groups”, “work together”, “help one another” and “academic 
content”. Teachers have to provide comprehensible instructions for students, then they ask their students to work 
together in small groups in order to “perform” a group’s task.  

Next, the term: “an EGAP classroom” appearing in the title of the article might cause little 
misunderstanding, therefore, there is a need for further explanation at the beginning. According to the author 
Jordan, the term “EGAP” meant “English for General Academic Purposes”, it involved activities which were 
used to serve “general academic purposes” in English language classrooms such as “listening, note-taking, 
academic writing, reference skills, seminar and discussions, etc.” (Jordan, 1997, cited in Vo D.P., 2014, p.3). 
Jordan has also mentioned the relationship between “ESAP” and “EGAP” terms in order to clarify their 
difference. Jordan said that “ESAP – English for Specific Academic Purposes” term was much more specific 
than the “EGAP” one (Jordan, 1997, cited in Vo D.P., 2014, p.3), it provided learners with English language 
knowledge in particular subject like medicine, economics, engineering, etc. while “EGAP” term covered simply 
necessary general “language skills” for learners. In the setting of University of Economics Hochiminh City 
(UEH), English language classrooms are considered to be EGAP classrooms. 

In the following part, there is an explanation of Group-working designs’ strengths in classroom settings, 
in other words, this part is set as “the Why”. There have been many pieces of writing which mention the 
contributions of Group-working designs to students’ English language improvement. In the book titled: 
“Practice Teaching: a reflective approach”, Group-working designs (or Group-based learning) can help 
students “promote self-esteem”, they also help students increase “talking time” (Richards et al., 2011, p. 110). 
This article author agrees with the idea of “increasing students’ talking time”, Group-working designs are the 
simple but rather effective ways for students to “talk”. In real situations, it might be difficult for teachers to 
“measure” the “talking amount” of their students, students might use their mother tongue to talk in groups 
without teachers’ observation. However, teachers cannot deny Group-working’s effects on students’ talking time 
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spending, the English low proficient students try their own ways to “join” their group’s tasks and the high 
proficient ones might also try to help slower friends. The two mentioned authors have put the idea of “promote 
self-esteem” which is a quite interesting idea. During group’s task time, members in groups might “argue” with 
others or try their best to protect their opinions, this is also a reason might lead to the idea of “promoting self-
esteem”, students might become more confident when trying to contribute to their group’s work by sharing their 
own ideas. 

Then, the part called: “successful group work” also added to the strengths of group-working designs 
some precious ideas. These are the ideas about “fully develop(ing) their (students’) understanding of an idea” 
and “develop(ing) problem-solving skills” (Teaching repertoire, 2004, p.3). These are quite clear and important 
for supporting to the strengths of Group-working designs. They might have some common things with the 
“direct method” and the “task-based” language teaching. This means teachers will provide their students 
sufficient instructions and knowledge, then they will ask their students to work in groups, their students will use 
what they have learnt earlier together with their peers in order to complete the task. This “method” might be 
seen as “a risk” for students because they have to decide by themselves what they should do and how they work 
in groups effectively in order to create “a product” at the end of the task. “This risk” is monitored by their 
teachers and it might help them to “develop problem-solving skills” together with “understand fully their task 
problems”. Students might have a chance to “fully understand their task problems” because they are the ones 
(not the teachers) who involve in the task themselves. Moreover, if group members fail in reaching an 
agreement, members might look for other ways to “persuade” their friends in order to achieve the task’s goal, 
this might be the reason why Group-working designs can “develop problem-solving skills”.  

In addition, the author Alison Burke mentioned that “students who participate in collaborative 
learning…get better grades, (and) are more satisfied with their education…” (Burke, 2011, p.1). Alison also 
used a viewpoint from another author to support the above point which was “research suggests that students 
learnt best when they are actively involved in the process” (Davis, 1993, cited in Burke, 2011, p.1). The 
viewpoints from Burke as well as from Davis have proved that “collaborative learning” (which means “group-
working”) plays a vital role in helping students perform better and more importantly, students will feel satisfied 
with their studying. The element of “satisfying” in their studying is worthy of getting attention, students are 
satisfied with their group’s task, in other words, students can become devoted ones and they can do whatever 
they can to help their group get the target.  

The first part of the article has presented the strengths (which means “the Why”) of Group-working 
designs in an EGAP classroom. There has been a number of studies which focused on the advantages of Group-
working designs, however, there are some main strengths selected in this article. Group-working designs can 
help students “promote self-esteem”, “increase talking time”, “understand fully task problems”, “develop 
problem-solving skills”, “get better grades” and “be more satisfied with their studying”.  

Suggestions - “The How” 

The first part of this article was in charge of explaining the advantages of using Group-working designs 
in an EGAP classroom. The ideas presented earlier seem to be too much in length but they cover basic 
knowledge about the strong points of Group-working designs. On the contrary, they are simply theoretical 
viewpoints, in order to bring them into teaching and learning practices, there is a need for teachers to take some 
common Group-working issues into account. Beside giving a solid foundation knowledge of Group-working 
designs, the majority of existing studies have introduced some ideas that are regarded as future reference (as 
“the How”) for teachers who desire designing group-working tasks in their classroom. The ideas include “roles 
of students”, “group selection” and “a suggested group-working designs guideline”. 

At the beginning of this article, Slavin’s definition of group-working (as cited in Pham N. Q., 2015, p.6) 
denoted only the role of teachers in Group-working designs. This definition ignored the role of students – the 
ones who might be considered to be leading actors or actresses in their own group tasks. In general, teachers 
often have assumptions that they lead the group-working jobs, on the contrary, the main characters are their 
students. Students play the leading roles in their group-working tasks, they are also the ones who do the task, 
complete the task and are effected directly by the task performance. The book called “Group work” has 
introduced some roles of students from two authors Johnson and Johnson when they are carrying out the task in 
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a group. The students’ roles are: (1) the summariser, (2) the researcher, (3) the checker, (4) the runner, (5) the 
observer or troubleshooter and (6) the recorder (Johnson & Johnson, 1994, cited in Teaching repertoire, 2004, 
p.21). The six kinds of students’ roles are already indicated in their six labels, two author Johnson and Johnson 
wanted to remind teachers that their students might have multiple roles in group-working tasks. Actually, these 
roles are delegated to each group member by the students themselves, teachers often let their students do this 
delegation. Students’ roles delegation might based on their own English levels of proficiency, this problem 
might provide them unequal chances to discover their ability in Group-working. However, students’ roles 
delegation can be suggested to be decided by the teachers. This suggestion might entail refusals among students 
like they often refuse to take risks, but if teachers pay a little more attention to this issue, they can challenge 
their students more. 

The second issue in “how” to design group-working refers to the issue of selecting group members. This 
article author herself sometimes feels rather tired of grouping her students in order to organize group-working 
tasks in class. According to Kriflik and Mullan, on page 15, they have suggested some ways for teachers to 
group their students. They mentioned four grouping ways (Kriflik et al., 2007, p.15) which are (1) “student self-
selection”, (2) “selective appointment”, (3) “random selection” and finally (4) is “selection of topic choice”. 
However, these suggested grouping ideas are rather confusing, they need to be grouped into more appropriate 
categories. This article author decides to put four above grouping ideas into three different categories which are 
(1) “student self-selection”, (2) “random selection” and (3) “categorized selection”. The first way allows 
students to look for their own appropriate friends, they might feel secure because they can work with the 
acquaintances who have something in common with them. However, this might cause the imbalance in terms of 
English levels of proficiency and the negative attitudes from the slower students. The second way might give 
students pleasure and surprise when they are waiting for teachers to put them into groups, some students might 
not like this way at first but later when they are familiar with their “new” co-workers, they can perform better 
and “produce” good results. The last one seems to be a broad term, in fact, it follows a specific category or rule 
at one time. Teachers might group students according to their “common hobbies”, “same dates of birth”, etc. 
There will be a demand for well-preparation of teachers, teachers might design some extra activites or 
questionnaires in order to find out the suitable members to put into appropriate groups. Teachers can use these 
selection options interchangeably to make students feel surprised and excited because they can meet and work 
with different individuals in every task.  

The two important viewpoints discussed so far might give teachers more considerations when they 
intend to let their students work in groups. Finally, there is a necessity for providing teachers a suggested 
guideline in order to help them feel more confident in designing tasks for group-working. On page 89, the author 
Alison Burke has mentioned “four stages of group work” (Burke, 2011, p.89), these stages provided 
implications for teachers to bare in mind when they decide to design group-working tasks. (1) The first step for 
teachers is they must decide that they “want to incorporate group work into class”, they need to make a decision 
on using group-working in a particular session in the lesson. When deciding designing group-working tasks in 
class, teachers might be able to think about group-working advantages and disadvantages, they might prepare 
the tasks with excitement and confidence (because they have already been aware of group-working designs), the 
excitement and confidence might entail the positive attitude towards group-working, as the results, the group-
working tasks might be well-qualified. (2) The second step for teachers is “teaching the students to work in a 
group”. This step involves instructing their students how they do the task, how much time they need to complete 
the task, how they can present their group-working’s product, etc. Students might know what steps they have to 
follow and these steps will guide students to perform the task in an expected way. (3) The third step of teachers 
is “monitoring the group”, teachers have to be certain that their students put everything in order. In this step, 
teachers are supporting actors or actresses, they must be beside their students during group-working time. While 
students are working in groups, teachers are expected to discover their weaknesses, to encourage slower 
students, to remind the dominant individuals, to provide useful language items and so on. Finally, (4) the last 
step for teachers is “the assessment of the group”, this is treated as the most important one after group-working. 
How teachers “measure” the quality of their students’ group-working results is the issue that each teacher need 
to bare in mind. The final assessment is the time for teachers to look back the group-working activities, to adapt 
their group-working instructions one more time for better group-working assignments later on. These four steps 
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can be grouped into three main phases in group-working activities which are “before group-working”, “during 
group-working” and “after group-working”.  

The second part of this article has emphasized “the How” element in group-working designs. There are 
three implications made from the above discussions which are (1) teachers can take students’ roles delegation, 
(2) group selection options and (3) steps in designing group-working assignments into account. As the results, 
students might improve their English language skills and have positive attitudes to the group-working designs.  

Conclusion 

Scientific research is considered to be a crucial path contributing towards the “stable development” of a 
university recently. The term “stable development” denotes the effectiveness of teaching and learning activies, 
moreover, it entails the university students’ success in their present studying as well as future career. To serve 
the purpose of gaining the most effective teaching for learning experience, scientific research workshops are 
organized monthly in the School of Foreign Language for Economics (SFLE), these workshops have provided 
its teaching staff opportunities to “read” more, “study” more and “share” more. This article author is not an 
exception, the author is trying to join these activities not only for gaining more teaching experience but also for 
sharing her little one. The presented article has provided teachers with some foundation pieces of knowledge as 
well as how to use group-working designs in an EGAP classroom effectively. However, this article also has 
limitations which other teachers might find them useful for future further studies. They are the lack of studying 
how teachers and students actually “measure” the results of group-working tasks in terms of English languague 
use, group-working skills as well as students’ and teachers’ attitudes towards group-working designs.  
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