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INTRODUCTION

To collaborate is to work jointly with others or together, especially in an

intellectual endeavour. In a classroom context, this can be a tall order

for junior school students without specific skill-sets to facilitate

understanding between their emotions and their actions. Some

students’ inability to empathise can present further barriers to effective

group-work.

Interdependence, the condition of being mutually

dependent, or reliant upon one another, is central

to effective collaboration in most curriculum

areas, but especially so in Technology, where

group project work is often the norm. This is

undoubtedly a skill necessary for a successful life;

thus it has puzzled me that while

some group members work

extremely well together,

others, who

theoretically have the

academic, organisational

and manipulative skills to excel,

fail to “fire” as a cohesive unit.

How can developing a culture of empathy foster 

interdependence within year 9 Technology 

learning groups?

Participants
A mixed-ability group of 14 students from Year Nine, to whom I taught

Technology three times a week for an hour at a time. I selected them as

I felt that they had the most to gain from the action, whilst regularly

engaging in collaborative work as part of their technological programme

of study.

Lindisfarne College is a 500 strong, state-integrated

boarding and day school for boys, Years 7 to 13, located

in Hawke’s Bay, NZ. Here, the vision is to build

outstanding character in young men so that they may go

on to live lives of success and significance. This is

addressed through the College mission statement,

shared by all teaching staff: to inspire and instil in our

boys the aspiration to be the best that they can be in

each of our four cornerstones: Academic, Sport, Culture

and Christian dimension.

THE ACTION

For six weeks, empathy was the theme of the first lesson of each week through practical tasks, quizzes,

literature study, competition, video and discussion. Due to the planned nature of these additions to the

normal scheme of work, boys accepted them rapidly as the norm. This foundation of knowledge and skills

was then utilised by the boys in the project work that followed and analysed by me, in the observation,

(look), stage of the action. From start to finish, this action lasted for two complete terms of the four-

term year.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 
I instigated three distinct phases of qualitative data gathering:

 initial baseline data collected through discussion of opinion, establishment

of class norms, or the writing of transcripts and notes from
unstructured team challenges.

 developmental knowledge data collection, from literature

reflections, empathetic awareness submissions,

multi-session “Quizlet” team challenges,
and Compass Point activities.

 reflective interviews, team and

individual PowerPoint

submissions, exit card

data, and video transcript

from group activities

and interviews.
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Trust leads to Interdependence.

Interestingly, during the interviews

conducted late in the scheme of work, earlier

overwhelming feelings of concern that other boys in

the group would hinder their progress had disappeared

completely.

Sense of Community leads to Interdependence.

Despite early concerns, comments such as, “We all love building and we

are all good mates” and, “We can work together because we are all

farmers,” came through strongly. One boy saw “humour, having a good time and

getting stuck in” as strengths within his particular group.

Fun Social Interaction leads to Interdependence.

The boys fully benefited from relationship-forging activities; they shared excitement

about “working with the bro’s,” were keen to “have a good time with the group,” and

valued “having fun and a good yarn with the boys.” They valued the camaraderie and

potential for fun that group work on a technological construction challenge

would bring.

CONCLUSION

Researchers Tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, and Moll (2005) propose

that the “crucial difference between human cognition and that of other

species is the ability to participate with others in collaborative

activities with shared goals and intentions” (pg. 675).

Through the enhancement of empathetic

awareness, my students learned that

interdependence within groups is a positive

attribute rather than something to be

feared. My interventions in what was a

traditional scheme of work, have resulted

in students’ acceptance that all boys have

strengths and weaknesses. Camaraderie and

elements of fun, along with openness between

peers and fellow group members allowed

students to have that essential emotional

connection with the work at hand. This student

empathy is highly desirable in schools,

not least for its effects upon school climate,

bullying, emotional well-being, and

academic performance, each a worthy

bi-product of social and emotional learning.
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“So, what do 

you think? Is 

there steel in 

it?”

“Ok, its ready……. 

Wow, look how far 

we went!”

“You’re better 

at painting, you 

should do it!”

“Yes! We got there 

first, our team won”

Its OK mate, 

I’ve got you!

“I’m worried about the 

others not helping!”

Research

Question Although any number of attributes could be coded, 

the following were seen as particularly relevant  to  

my research  question:  collaboration/negotiation; 

citizenship; empathy; reliance/interdependence; 

leadership; cultural change;  open-mindedness; 

revelations / self-discovery;  problem-solving; 

adaptation; and growth-mindset. Once coded, these 

attributes were categorized into three overriding 

themes: growth-mindset / self-awareness; 

empathetic awareness; and interdependence.
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