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INTRODUCTION
This action research project investigated the semantic shift from “group” to 

“team” and it’s effect on collaborative skills in high school boys. The goal of the 
study was to determine the link, if any, between the language used in 

collaborative contexts and its effect on building collaborative skills.

“There is a difference between 
working in a team and working 
in a group, because in a team 

you are more connected to your 
teammates than in a group.”

“I used my words effectively 
and wasn’t negative, allowing 

my group to work well.” 

“ I felt this project was 
different due to how open it 

was. This meant that the 
project was less about 

assigning tasks as it was 
finding consensus with 

different ideas and then 
assigning appropriate roles.”

RESEARCH QUESTION
How might changing the language 

of collaboration from group to 
team, foster collaborative skills in 

High School boys? 

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND PARTICIPANTS
Crescent School is an all boys school located in Toronto, Canada. My research 
participants were my current Grade 11 Visual Arts class comprising12 boys. I 
have taught these boys in grade 9 and 10 and have chosen them because of 
their commitment to the arts program and their already established skill set 
in the Visual Arts. I divided the cohort into 4 teams for the purposes of the 
action research project.

THE RESEARCH ACTION
The change I implemented in my practice was of a relatively subtle, semantic 
nature. I shifted the language I used to refer to the project, the team members, 
and also the language I used to refer to inter-team interactions, feedback and 
conflict. The focus changed from completing a task to solving a problem. I also 
integrated consultations from relevant stakeholders throughout the process in 
order to elevate the task itself in the eyes of the participants and allow them to 
benefit from different perspectives. As a result of the shift from task to goal, I 
also experienced a natural shift from product to process. 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
The data collected throughout the action research cycle was categorized based 
on emerging themes. Emphasis was placed on boys’ voices and qualitative 
data that emerged from the field journals and the surveys. The data were then 
distilled into major findings which were used to inform the results and 
findings of the project. 
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KEY FINDINGS
BASELINE FINDINGS

Students reported 3 major concerns with group work: 
-Unfair division of tasks among group members
-Lack of effective communication among the group
-Not enough time to work together

CONNECTEDNESS

By changing the rhetoric of collaborative work from group to team, 
students found they were more connected to their teammates and 

as a result had a more open line of communication
COLLABORATIVE LANGUAGE

Students reported an increased awareness of the language 
they used when interacting with their peers. The use of 

inclusive words, such as “we” and “our” was significantly 
increased after the project. 

TEAM TASK DESIGN

3 keys to designing the perfect collaborative task:
-Open ended projects
-More time to work together
-Real world connections

CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this action research project indicate that by shifting 
the language of collaborative work from group to team, students 
experience an increased feeling of connectedness, as well as, a 
greater awareness of the collaborative language they use within 
their team. An additional finding which resulted from the project and 
which was not sought after within the parameters of the research 
question was the importance of designing a team task which lends 
itself to collaboration.
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