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Reduced funding of business education at Australian universities has prompted 
managers to look to full-fee paying international students to try and offset funding 
shortfalls in their operating budgets.  This paper explores the impact of increasing 
numbers of Non English Speaking Background (NESB) students on the quality of, and 
student receptiveness to, group work.  We believe group work is important to an 
undergraduate business teaching pedagogy in preparing graduates for the challenges of 
modern workplaces.  Student responses to a series of qualitative and quantitative focus 
group activities highlighted the ‘big issues’ they are trying to deal with when they 
encounter diversity while working in groups.  Insights provided by these activities 
established the basis on which we have made some suggestions to nurture and advance a 
community of learning within a tertiary business education setting. 
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Introduction 

Kilpatrick, Barrett and Jones (2003, p.1) observed that educational theory and practice 
have moved on from the previous century’s preoccupation with the individual as “lone 
seeker of knowledge” to one that “recognises the contribution of others to every 
individual’s learning”.  It is a transformation that has promoted the notion of learning 
communities which aim to strike a balance between individuality and social 
connectedness (Feldman 2000). 

When university learning is conceived of in this way it prompts a line of thought which 
acknowledges and responds to the interaction and dynamic interplay between a 
community of academics, a community of students and the wider society within which 
these stakeholder groups exist.  We would argue that it is only when these communities 
are interacting with each other, sharing and creating knowledge that desired outcomes for 
graduates, academics and society as a whole ever likely to surface.  Worryingly, 
however, attaining this desired state seems to have been challenged by changes to the 
policy-setting, funding prioritisation and delivery of higher education services within 
Australia (Bretag 2003; Bretag 2007; Nelson 2003). 



These changes have profoundly impacted the business education offered by Australian 
universities.  The resultant learning environment has been reshaped by a combination of: 
1. reduced Commonwealth government funding of business positions in Australian 

universities (a reduction of $1,100 per business student was announced in the 2007 
Commonwealth Budget Papers);  

2. increased budgetary pressure on the resourcing and delivery of business units 
(Australian Business Deans Council, 2007); and  

3. the increased populating of business units with full-fee paying international students 
who often possess extremely limited English language/comprehension skills (Baas 
2007; Comell & Macken 2003; Watty 2007).   

These features have created an extremely challenging environment for business educators 
seeking to adequately resource their units, accommodate the different learning styles and 
language proficiencies of their students, whilst at the same time preserving important 
learning experiences that equip students with the appropriate technical, critical and 
interpersonal skills necessary to succeed in the modern workplace (Dickinson 2000; 
Jackling 2007; Yamazaki & Kayes 2004).   

Context for the research 

The particular focus of this paper relates to a second year management unit, undertaken 
by undergraduate students enrolled predominantly (though not exclusively) in business-
related awards at the University of New England (UNE).  The unit possessed the 
following characteristics. 
1. Large student numbers (usually between 200 and 240 students enrolled in the unit). 
2. Diversity of managerial and organisational experience (ranging from teenage internal 

students with no experience, through to middle-aged external students holding 
managerial positions or running their own businesses). 

3. Increasing numbers of NESB students who enrol in the unit as a result of UNE’s 
various pathways and alliances. 

The nature and practice of management in contemporary organisational contexts demands 
that students be exposed to authentic learning experiences that emphasise the exploration 
and practical application of theory and constructs which befit real world contexts (Stein, 
Isaacs & Andrews 2004).  Studying management should therefore equip students with the 
skills to interact, work in groups, formulate and implement ideas.  Students need to 
recognise they are not simply dealing with the black and white of theories and constructs 
presented in their textbook, but rather the grey mire of human systems, relationships and 
idiosyncrasies (University of New England 2007).   

A review of the literature points to diverse definitions and approaches to learning  with 
the consistent message being the need to understand the process of learning before 
effective teaching can occur (Ramsden 2002; Stein, Isaacs & Andrews 2004).  The 
literature suggests that the process of understanding learning has been evolutionary, with 
many strategies focusing on a movement away from surface learning activities towards 



deep learning approaches  that generate high quality, well-structured complex outcomes 
that are synonymous with scenario-based learning (Biggs 1996; Gibbs 1992).    

A synthesis of the above contextual factors, amongst other things, points to the 
importance of incorporating group work into a business teaching pedagogy to prepare 
students for the challenges they will encounter in real world organisational contexts 
(Anderson & McMillan 1992).  Group work provides: 

1. academics with a means of dealing with large student numbers in a comparatively 
cost effective way (Burdett 2003); 

2. students with opportunities to heuristically explore and critically apply management 
frameworks, theories and constructs presented in lectures to authentic learning 
situations (Gammie 1995; Stein, Isaacs & Andrews 2004); 

3. students with an opportunity to develop and refine interpersonal skills in interacting, 
negotiating and leading others towards desired outcomes (Yamazaki & Kayes 2004); 
and 

4. students with a forum to forge new networks with people beyond their familiar peers 
to mirror workplace situations (Dickinson 2000). 

Importantly, these factors need to be balanced against the fact that group work can be 
both emotionally and intellectually challenging as it requires students to participate 
actively and perform cognitive and social tasks that are new and often difficult (Boswerth 
& Hamilton 1994).  Individuals thrust into such situations need to be given the time, skill 
and motivation to work through the stages of forming, norming, storming and performing 
within the group (Mutch 1999).   It is highly likely these challenges will be further 
accentuated for many NESB students (Kember 2007).   

Research problem 

Group work involving students from NESBs directly impacts on the success of 
communication within the group and therefore, the performance and satisfaction of the 
group.  Dodd (cited in Engleberg & Wynn 2003) concludes that people judge others by 
their speech, should be made aware of their prejudices and should be encouraged to look 
beyond the surface.  Students bringing their prejudices to the learning environment can 
promote negative effect on group process and cause stress and anxiety amongst group 
members.  One way in which individuals will deal with language barriers is to simply 
ignore the individual.  If individuals are ignored they will decrease their participation and 
negatively influence the quality of future group learning (Napier & Gershenfeld 2004).   

Research process 

We have adopted a participative action research framework as the means of guiding 
decisions about how to improve the efficacy of group work in learning situations where 
there are ever-increasing numbers of NESB students.  

Action research is widely recognised as an appropriate method to explore teaching and 
learning issues (Chadwick 1995).  It is a method that allows for breadth in practice and 



depth in theoretical insight by adopting a self-reflective spiral of planning, acting, 
systematic observation and reflection (Altrichter et al, 2002; Altrichter & Posch 1989; 
Pedler 1997).  The particulars of the iterative process we pursued in this study are 
presented as a series of action research phases in subsequent sections. 

Focus groups were identified as an appropriate method of pursuing this action research 
methodology as this approach represented an efficient and effective means of 
encouraging a wide-ranging and spontaneous discussion about peoples experiences of 
group work (Sarantakos 1995, p. 249) 

These discussions were loosely framed by a combination of simple survey instruments 
and semi-structured interviews designed to elicit a deeper level of understanding and 
explication of the issues raised by participants (Cohen & Manion 1994; Minichiello et al, 
1995).  Reflecting on student responses to these focus group activities represents an 
essential catalyst in the transition of actionable knowledge into change (Hillon & Boje 
2007)).  We promoted this reflective process by keeping a diary that aided us to 
continually work with the material in a systematic way (Nadin & Cassell 2006) 

This paper reports the responses of a sample of 108 (including 28 NESB) internal second 
year undergraduate business students enrolled in a 2006 general management course.  
The focus groups were of approximately 30 minutes duration and ‘piggy-backed’ on a 
series of tutorial workshops completed by students during the course of the semester.  
Particulars about the type of focus group activity undertaken, and the responses these 
activities generated, are reported below as discrete phases in the unfolding study. 

Phase 1 of the research 

The first issue we wanted to understand was what, in the students’ eyes, constituted a 
positive and negative group experience.  This was accomplished by asking focus group 
participants what they liked about group work, disliked about group work, and whether or 
not they felt group work was a useful part of their learning experience.   

Students generally liked group work, but balanced this receptiveness with their concerns 
about the potential for social loafing particularly when assessment tasks are incorporated 
into the group activities.  Importantly, however, we noted that (a) these responses did not 
reflect all participants, largely representing the views of the dominant personalities within 
the focus group, and (b) there also appeared to be a void in the data concerning the extent 
and means by which students believe their tutors can promote group process and 
outcomes.   Both of these issues required further investigation and became the focal point 
for the research conducted during the second phase of focus group activities. 

Phase 2 of the research 

As a consequence, we used the second phase of the research to elicit responses from all 
participants by asking them to individually identify, from a list derived from the extant 
literature, the particular issues that best characterise their experiences of positive and 
negative group work activity.  Students were also asked to identify how, in their view, 



tutorial staff could work to improve these experiences for them.  Table 1 presents a 
summary display of the survey instrument that students were asked to complete.  

Table 1: Survey instrument characterising positive and negative group work experiences 

Which of the following aspects of group 
work did you encounter during a positive 
experience of group work? 

Which of the following aspects of group 
work did you encounter during a negative 
experience of group work? 

 
  [  ]  Good communication 
  [  ]  A definite leader in the group 
  [  ]  Enjoyable tasks 
  [  ]  Self-allocated groups 
  [  ]  Allocated groups 
  [  ]  Large (6-10 people) groups 
  [  ]  Small (2-5 people) groups 
  [  ]  Like meeting new people 
  [  ]  Help from the tutor when needed 
  [  ]  Group of friends 
  [  ]  Diversity (e.g., 

gender/age/culture/linguistic) 
  [  ]  Assessment of group tasks 
  [  ]  Other ____________________ 
 

 
  [  ]  Poor communication 
  [  ]  Problem leader within the group 
  [  ]  Unenjoyable tasks 
  [  ]  Self-allocated groups 
  [  ]  Allocated groups 
  [  ]  Large (6-10 people) groups 
  [  ]  Small (2-5 people) groups 
  [  ]  Dislike meeting new people 
  [  ]  No help from the tutor when needed 
  [  ]  Group of friends 
  [  ]  Diversity (e.g., 

gender/age/culture/linguistic) 
  [  ]  Assessment of group tasks 
  [  ]  Other ____________________ 
 

What could tutorial staff have done to improve your group work experiences? 
 
  _________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

The top four positive and negative factors students identified as important in shaping 
their group work experience are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2: The ‘big issues’ that determine the success of group work 

Ranked factors underpinning a positive 
group work experience 

Ranked factors underpinning a negative 
group work experience 

1. Good communication. 
2. Help from the tutor when needed. 
3. Small (2-5 people) groups. 
4. Enjoyable tasks. 
 

1. Poor communication. 
2. Large (6-10 people) groups. 
3. Diversity (e.g., 

gender/age/culture/linguistic). 
4. Problem leader within the group. 

 

In both positive and negative scenarios, students identified communication as the most 
critical determinant of their group work experience; however, we remained in the dark as 
to what students actually meant by ‘communication’.  It was also interesting to note the 



importance that students ascribed to structural aspects of group work (i.e., the support of 
groups, the size of groups, the nature of the tasks undertaken and the level of diversity 
within groups), suggesting that staff need to give a great deal more attention to pedagogy, 
workshop design and practical preparation of any students likely to be confronted by the 
additional challenges posed by diversity in group work activities. 

Student responses to the question, ‘What could tutorial staff have done to improve your 
group work experience?’ clearly and unambiguously pointed to the pivotal role tutors 
play in assisting students negotiate the challenges posed by group processes, particularly 
in the role of facilitator.  A sample of student responses to this question is presented in 
Table 3. 

Table 3: How tutorial staff can influence group work 

A sample of student responses 

• “Know how to engage with people and encourage responses” 
• “Encourage discussion from quieter members” 
• “Make all the people in the group pull their weight” 
• “Be supportive and helpful” 

 

From these responses it would appear that students see the role of the tutor as ensuring all 
members participate to ensure desired group outcomes. Social loafing by members of 
groups appears to have a large influence on the enjoyment and experience of students in 
group work, particularly when the task has a group assessment or outcome associated 
with it. 

We identified two further issues requiring clarification as a result of our reflections about 
student responses to the survey instrument, namely (a) what students meant when they 
referred to the issue of communication, and (b) what students expected from tutorial staff 
in terms of facilitating group process and outcomes. 

Phase 3 of the research 

The third phase of the research focused specifically on enriching and extending our 
understanding of what students meant by communication and facilitation.  These issues 
were broached and explored during the course of feeding back and discussing the results 
derived from the survey instrument students had completed previously.   

When questioned about what they meant by communication, students talked about issues 
that related to four principal areas, namely (a) the impediments posed by language 
barriers, (b) the lack of accountability within the group (for example, social loafing), (c) 
problems arising from inappropriate leadership within the group, and (d) the impact of 
group size on effective communication within the group.  Table 4 presents the issues that 
students identified as being important to the communication process. 



The second issue explored during the course of this phase of focus groups related to 
clarifying what students expected from a tutor in terms of facilitating group process and 
group outcomes.  Discussions around this issue suggested that students did not want the 
tutor to supervise task outcomes, they wanted the tutor to provide them with the skills 
necessary for positive group outcomes and being available to assist them resolve issues 
that were beyond their capabilities. 

Table 4: What students meant by ‘communication’ 

Main areas Issues reported by students 

1. Language barriers • Both English and NESB students identified verbal 
communication as a problem in respect of engaging with, 
and comprehending what, each other meant. 

• Many NESB students did not engage in group discussions 
because of an inability to comprehend the nature of 
discussions and to input their ideas.  Some reported that 
when they had tried to engage, English-Speaking students 
either did not understand or ignored their views. 

• Many English-Speaking students saw the lack of 
engagement by NESB students as indicative of social 
loafing. 

2. Lack of accountability  • Many English-Speaking students felt they had ended up 
doing all the work when placed into groups. 

• A common view amongst English-Speaking and NESB 
students suggested that larger groups promoted 
opportunities for some individuals to free ride. 

• End of unit peer evaluations were not considered to be a 
good mechanism to ensure that all students engaged in 
group work as it was too far removed from the immediate 
task. 

• Problems that arise from individuals possessing different 
motivations in terms of the outcomes of group process 
(e.g., an HD student’s expectations alongside a P 
student’s expectations). 

3. Leadership problems • The existence of a group leader who dominated 
discussion and ignored others points of view.  This 
eventually led to disengagement from discussion and the 
breakdown of the group. 

• The existence of more than one leader within the group 
which led to power conflicts and unnecessary time 
wasting. 

4. Size of the group • Both English-Speaking and NESB students believed 
smaller groups promoted individual accountability and a 
more enjoyable experience. 

• Many students reported a bad experience in a large group. 
• Large groups were perceived to be unwieldy, difficult 

control and likely to promote coalitions and sub-groups 
based on different agendas and views. 



While the four issues identified in Table 4 are informative to academics designing and 
delivering a teaching pedagogy that might resonate with English and NESB students, a 
question still existed in our minds about the level of awareness amongst students about 
why they are being exposed to group work as part of their business curriculum.   

Phase 4 of the research 

The fourth phase of focus groups was principally used to explore the level of students’ 
awareness about, and understanding of, UNE’s Graduate Attributes.  These attributes 
promote communication, global awareness, information literacy, lifelong learning, 
problem-solving, ethical behaviour and teamwork as critical competencies for UNE’s 
graduates when negotiating the challenges posed by modern workplaces. 

The focus groups were once again conceived of as forums designed to promote general 
discussion with students about the University’s Graduate Attributes – what were they, 
what purpose did they serve, and how could the University best prepare its undergraduate 
business students for the challenges posed by modern workplaces?  

It was extremely disconcerting to us that only one student reported having heard of the 
Graduate Attributes, but was unable to elaborate as to what they were or why they were 
there.   This is despite the discussion that appears in all unit materials.  However, once 
explained, many students understood that the acquisition of such attributes would give 
them a sound basis to engage with real workplace situations.   

We were also surprised to observe that, in answering these questions, it was clearly the 
first time any of the students had made the connection between the value of group work, 
the reason courses include group work, and the outcomes sought by the University’s 
Graduate Attributes.  A light-bulb moment best captured by one student exclaiming 
“Ohhh!!!  I get it now.  This is why we do so much group work!” 

Conclusions and implications 

In 2005 the Australian Business Deans Council commissioned a study into the economic 
value of a university business education to the Australian economy and society.  The 
study, conducted by the economic consultants Access Economics, found that university 
students who graduated with a business degree will generate net benefits well above 
those with non-business tertiary qualifications. 

If, however, attention is not clearly focused on continually improving the learning 
community within which tertiary business education is conducted, those estimated net 
economic benefits believed to flow from Australia’s business graduates is likely to be 
seriously jeopardised. 

A business education that provides students with the opportunities to participate in group 
work activities that allow them to heuristically explore technical material while at the 
same time develop the understanding, sensitivity and critical interpersonal skills needed 



in modern workplaces is a business education that will continue to provide value to a 
society. 

It is clear from the research reported above that students’ views about current and future 
group work are shaped to a significant degree by prior experiences of (a) workshop 
design (size of groups, tasks undertaken and degree of diversity within the group); (b) 
language proficiency; (c) leadership style and skill; and (d) perceived and actual loafing 
within the group. 

All of these issues, apart from those relating to workshop design, would appear to prevent 
students from achieving deep learning outcomes because they do not possess the 
understanding and interpersonal skills required to facilitate group process.  It is a 
situation that runs contrary to the University’s desire to equip their students with the 
skills promoted by its Graduate Attributes and, by definition, the requirements of modern 
workplaces. 

We believe these observations would best be addressed by focusing on three main areas: 
namely by (a) introducing undergraduate students to positive group work experiences 
earlier in their university education; (b) ensuring the University develops staff to 
effectively design and facilitate group work activities; and (c) providing students with the 
skills necessary to promote positive outcomes from group work involving diversity.  

Providing students with early and positive group work experiences 
Students’ prior experience of group work has been reported to strongly influence their 
receptiveness to, and performance in, group activities.  Consequently, student experiences 
of group work in first year will influence their perception of, expectations about, and 
willingness to engage with group work in second and third year curriculum.  Offering 
students an authentic learning experience through group work in first year would enable 
them to understand and develop a willingness to deal with group process issues, instead 
of avoiding them, and would better equip students with the self awareness and self 
monitoring skills required to maximise the benefits that accrue from group work activities 
in later years.   

Developing staff skills in the design and facilitation of group work activities 
Students have flagged the important role staff play in designing and facilitating group 
activities.  Specifically, the design roles related to keeping group sizes small and ensuring 
that tasks are interesting and engaging, while facilitation roles relate to providing students 
with the skills to negotiate group processes, coaching them in the utilisation of those 
skills in practice and being available to assist them overcome problems that are beyond 
their existing experience and capabilities. 

We would argue that only when staff members are aware of the importance of these roles 
is the possibility of promoting deep learning outcomes, and the acquisition of desired 
attributes, a reality.  Talking about deep learning outcomes is necessary but not sufficient 
as the implementation phase needs to go beyond the mere modification of curricula to 
equipping lecturers and tutors with the skills, sensitivity and resources to effectively 
facilitate deep learning outcomes across increasingly diverse student cohorts.   



Developing student skills to succeed with group work activities 
At present it would appear students are simply thrown into group work activities without 
having developed the interpersonal skills and strategies needed to successfully negotiate 
and benefit from these situations. 

Students continually spoke of their concerns about the lack of accountability within group 
work activities: a situation in which they believed social loafers would prosper and 
benefit, while those who actually performed the work would gain no tangible benefit for 
their efforts.  These sentiments were reinforced by negative stereotyping prejudices about 
students from different countries, communication difficulties due to language barriers, 
and disquiet about the quality of emergent leadership within groups – typically those 
individuals with the biggest or loudest personalities rather than those with the best 
insights and interest in focusing group members towards desired outcomes. 

We believe a case could be made for undergraduate students generally lacking the 
maturity and experience to rapidly accumulate the skills needed to negotiate the 
challenges posed in the pressure cooker of a one semester course.  Consequently, more 
time needs to be devoted to developing cultural sensitivity and awareness, interpersonal 
communication skills, and a manifest of proactive strategies to empower students with 
the means of positively engaging, and productively coping, with group activities.  

A lack of attention to these three issues effectively impedes the interaction and dynamic 
interplay between communities of students, communities of academics and the society 
within which they exist.  Any move to rectify such oversight would likely improve the 
quality of an undergraduate business education and its appropriateness to the modern 
workplace. 
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