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Abstract

:

University students are frequently required to collaborate, often in the form of collaborative writing tasks. The process as well as the outcomes of the collaboration depend on choices made during the group formation phase. Studies on why students select partners for collaborative writing tasks are, however, lacking. Therefore, the present study aims to gain insights into (1) university students’ preferences with regard to teacher-assigned and self-selected group formation, (2) which motives they take into account when self-selecting a partner, and (3) the degree to which students select a partner similar to themselves. Sixteen dyads collaboratively wrote a research paper. Prior to the collaboration, 30 students individually completed questionnaires and 28 students were individually interviewed. The findings show that most students have mixed opinions regarding teacher-assigned or self-selected group formation (n = 18), while the others bar one prefer to self-select a partner (n = 9). Students’ main motive for self-selecting is familiarity, and, more in particular, prior collaboration experience with a specific partner. Other motives include friendship, ability, convenience, and attitude. Furthermore, students tend to select a partner with a similar attitude, ability, task approach, and perspective towards the content of the task. Predictability seems to be the most important driver for self-selection.
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1. Introduction


Collaborative learning has been extensively documented in the last few decades [1,2] and it is quite common that university teachers assign collaborative tasks in higher education [3]. Collaborative tasks contribute to the development of collaboration and communication skills [4,5]. Moreover, students also acquire domain-specific knowledge [3,6] through several cognitive activities that are taking place during collaboration, such as collecting and sharing information, creating explanations for concepts, negotiating ideas, and building common ground [7].



One specific collaborative task, often implemented at university, is collaboratively writing papers [8,9]. Besides the abovementioned general benefits of collaborative learning, collaborative writing aids students in learning to select relevant and reliable information, integrate information from various sources, and to distribute their own ideas to a broader audience [9,10,11]. Collaborative writing is nowadays often computer-supported. For example, students use collaborative writing tools such as Google Docs or Etherpad to collaboratively produce texts [12,13,14], and can use online meetings to interact and provide feedback while working remotely [15,16].



Notwithstanding the consensus in the literature regarding the many benefits of collaborative learning [17,18,19], difficulties and issues are also reported. Common issues include interpersonal conflicts, free-riding [1,20], and the imbalanced skills and knowledge of collaborating students [21]. These issues obviously impact the collaborative process and subsequently the group product. Taking this into account, it can be said that group formation, as a first step in collaborative learning [22], is crucial.



Several approaches can be followed in forming groups. Groups can be assembled by university teachers, deliberately or at random, or by students themselves [23,24]. When not forming groups randomly, university teachers often depart from a cognitive perspective [21,25,26,27]. However, university students’ perspectives on group formation are less clear.



The aim of the present study is to investigate university students’ preferences regarding teacher-assigned and self-selected group formation, and with respect to the latter, which motives are guiding their decisions. We will show that students prefer self-selection over teacher-assigned group formation and that predictability is the main motive for selecting a partner. Students consider familiarity with potential partners, their ability, attitude towards the task, and convenience as important motives for choosing partners for collaborative writing. Students show similarities with their partner in terms of ability, attitude, task approach, and task content.




2. Theoretical and Empirical Background


2.1. Collaborative Writing in Groups


Collaborative writing is a specific type of collaborative learning. While collaborative learning entails “all instructional arrangements that involve two or more students working together on a shared learning goal” (p. 71) [28], collaborative writing can be defined as “the coauthoring of a single text by two or more writers, where the coauthors are involved in all stages of the composing process and have a shared ownership of the text produced” (p. 1) [29]. Collaborative writing tasks are very specific and complex, requiring extensive knowledge on vocabulary, grammar, content, sourcing, information selection, and writing [9,30]. The contribution of individual group members heavily determines the outcome. Well-composed texts can result from unequal participation [31] as each member brings in other competencies and knowledge [32].



A group consists of at least two students collaborating on the same product. The optimal group size may vary according to the goal and the type of the task [33,34,35]. The composition of a group greatly impacts the interactions between the group members and consequently students’ learning or task quality [33]. Group composition has been well-documented during the last few decades [26,33] and refers to the homogeneity or heterogeneity of a group in terms of, for example, gender [36] or competence level [26], or the degree to which group members are familiar with each other [37,38].



The process leading to group composition is called the group formation, which is a critical phase within collaborative learning [22]. When strategically employed, it can improve group performance [39,40].




2.2. Group Formation


Two main questions can be put forward with regard to the group formation process: (1) who is forming the groups and (2) what is considered when they are formed. Regarding the first question, a distinction can be made between teacher-assigned and student-selected groups. The term student-selected group formation is used interchangeably with self-selected group formation. Prior research is inconclusive regarding which of these two methods is best. Several studies have shown that students who are allowed to select their own collaboration partner(s) indicate that this method leads to a fairer group composition than being assigned to a group [41,42], as students perceive themselves as being more able than their teachers to select appropriate group members [41]. In particular, when teachers do not know their students very well, teacher-assigned group formation might not be the favorable group formation method, according to Lambić et al. [43].



Regarding the impact of student-selected versus teacher-assigned group formation on the collaborative process, students are more positive when collaborating with self-selected group partners as opposed to teacher-assigned group partners. More specifically, several studies have elicited that students experience more enjoyment, supportive behavior, and at-ease communications [23,40,44]. However, in other studies, students in self-selected groups realized that their partner, despite being a good friend, was not a good collaboration partner [41,45]. Meanwhile, whilst some scholars have indicated a greater extent of equal participation and a fairer task division in self-selected groups [23,40], others have established no differences [24], or contradictory findings, i.e., student-selection leading to lower levels of participation and more off-task talk [20,24,42].



Concerning group outcomes, some studies have shown higher quality writing tasks in teacher-assigned dyads in comparison to student-selected dyads [24,46]. In contrast, other researchers have concluded that student-selected groups outperform randomly assigned groups [47,48] and teacher-assigned groups that were based on self-reported ability [48]. Tsoi and Aubrey [44] found no general difference in language learning between teacher-assigned or student-selected group formation. However, when studying perceived performance, student-selected groups report higher scores which do not necessarily correspond to their actual grades [23]. Mitchell et al. [40] suggest that the appropriate group formation method depends on the task and that especially for tasks requiring much collaborative effort, self-selection might be eligible.



In summary, there are contradictory findings regarding the impact of student-selected or teacher-assigned group formation on both the collaborative process and outcomes. Some of these differences may be related to the way teachers or students actually form their groups [49], which brings us to the second question concerning group formation: what is considered when groups are formed?



The literature shows that teachers assign groups either at random [24] or purposefully homogeneously and/or heterogeneously based on student characteristics such as gender [36], ability [25,26], personality [50], and prior knowledge [6,27].



Regarding student-selected group formation, the research literature consistently points to group familiarity, and more in particular friendship, as the main determining motive for self-selecting a partner for collaboration [24,40,41,42,44,48]. Group familiarity is defined as the extent to which students know each other prior to the collaborative task [38]. The more familiar members are with each other, the quicker they can advance to the core of the collaborative task, as they need less time for regulating their collaborative process [23,38]. Furthermore, group familiarity in general is positively related to teamwork satisfaction [23,37]. In addition, choosing someone familiar decreases uncertainty about the course of the collaborative process, and students tend to prioritize certainty and predictability for academic tasks [49].



Given that students collaborate to perform a particular learning task for which specific skills are needed [49], one could expect that they take their peer’s specific ability into consideration when selecting a partner for collaboration. Several studies indicate the benefits of grouping students based on ability [26,43]. Although ability is one of the main characteristics that university teachers take into account in teacher-assigned group formation, limited research focuses on whether students consider a partner’s ability when forming groups. Ideally, students should consider peers with complementary skills [49]. According to Chen and Gong [48], students heavily rely on friendship for group formation, thereby ignoring the specific abilities of their group members. Fischer et al. [47] analyzed the group formation behavior of 672 higher education students and observed that student-selected groups were significantly more homogeneous than randomly assigned groups in terms of ability, gender, and pro-sociality (i.e., voluntary behavior aimed at benefiting others) [51]. In their study, it is unclear, however, whether students deliberately chose a partner of the same ability.



Students tend to rely on someone’s willingness to contribute to the task. In particular, reputational information on a student’s ability, work ethic, or task approach is considered independent of their actual ability [49]. Objective information is most often unavailable; hence, they rely on either their own experience from collaborating with a particular group member or on information from someone else [49].



In general, as people tend to be attracted to others with similar characteristics, attitudes, or beliefs [52], it can be hypothesized that students, whether consciously or not, self-select peers who share the same characteristics, attitudes, or beliefs for academic collaboration. Student-selected group members quickly recognize similarities in their chosen partners and perceive these as positive. Teacher-assigned group members, on the other hand, rather see differences, regardless of being randomly or purposefully heterogeneously assigned [23]. Collaborating with students similar to oneself can result in easier communication and increases the predictability of others’ behavior and values [49]; hence, improving the predictability of the collaborative process. However, choosing similar students for group formation results in low-diversity-groups [49].



In summary, there is ample research on how university teachers form groups and which student characteristics they take into account. However, while there are studies available on the aspects on which students are focusing in view of selecting group members, detailed information on students’ reasoning to actually select a partner is lacking. This is particularly the case for collaborative writing tasks.




2.3. Research Questions


As illustrated above, group formation is an overlooked phase within collaborative learning [22,39,47,49]. Many studies on collaboration in general elicit friendship as the main motive when self-selecting a partner, while our literature review indicates ability and similarity between group members to also be of importance. However, the literature on ability and similarity is scarce. As the literature on students’ perceptions towards teacher-assigned versus student-selected groups is also scarce and inconclusive, we include this in our study. Consequently, the following research questions guide our study:




	
What are university students’ preferences regarding teacher-assigned versus student-selected group formation for collaborative writing and why?



	
Which motives do university students consider when self-selecting a specific group partner for a collaborative writing task?








As previous research [40] has shown that students tend to select a partner similar to them, the third research question is added:




	3.

	
To what extent do students select a partner similar to themselves and what are the types of similarities among the groups?











3. Materials and Methods


3.1. Participants and Data Collection


A total of 30 students (age: M = 22.03, SD = 1.34) in their 1st year of their master’s degree in educational studies at a university in Flanders (the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) participated in the current study. Students were required to write a literature review [8] in self-selected dyads within the context of a compulsory course. Whereas participation in the course was compulsory, participation in this research was in no way obligatory and students were informed that (non-)participation in this study would not affect their score for the course. The research was conducted according to the ethical rules presented in the General Ethical Protocol of the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences of Ghent University. Data from students who did not sign the informed consent were deleted. Data from students who signed the informed consent were pseudonymized. An overview of the participants with their background information can be found in Table 1. This background information was obtained from individual questionnaires filled in immediately after they formed dyads and before the actual beginning of the task. The questions covered the age, prior education, prior collaboration, degree of familiarity with their partner, and the perceived ability of their partner. More specifically, the education prior to the master’s degree differed between the students: either they completed an academic bachelor’s degree or they followed a bridging program, which is the case for students who first obtained a professional bachelor’s degree. Prior collaboration refers to the absolute number of academic papers students have written before with this specific partner. The degree of familiarity with their partner shows how well students knew each other prior to this task. Students indicated this on a Likert-scale ranging from ‘not at all’, ‘by name’, ‘a little’, ‘well’ to ‘very well, we are friends’. The perceived ability reflects students’ answers to the question: “To what extent do you think your fellow student is good at writing an academic paper?”. Students indicated this on a Likert-scale ranging from ‘Not well at all’, ‘Not well’, ‘Average’, ‘Well’ to ‘Very well’ and ‘I do not know’.



After they formed dyads, 28 participants were interviewed separately. The semi-structured interviews took place during the first week of the task. At that point, most students had not yet started. Some students had already brainstormed but had not taken any further action. Interview questions concerned students’ preferences with regard to student-selected or teacher-assigned group formation, the motives students had for selecting a partner for their collaborative writing task, and the perceived similarities and differences between themselves and their partner. The translated version of the semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Appendix A.




3.2. Data Analysis


The interview data were thematically analyzed following six phases, as identified by Braun and Clarke [53]. An overview of our analysis process is presented in Table 2.



Data from the questionnaires were used for the background information in Table 1.





4. Results


4.1. RQ1: Preferences for Student-Selected or Teacher-Assigned Group Formation and Reasons


Figure 1 presents students’ preferences for either self-selecting a partner or being assigned to a group by the teacher. Nine students expressed a strong preference for self-selecting a partner. One student preferred teacher-assignment over self-selection. Eighteen students had no preference in particular and expressed mixed opinions about both group formation methods.




“On one side, I find it [i.e., student-selection] important, because I can somehow predict how I can collaborate with that person. But if I would be assigned to a group, I would not mind. In the end, that could also be someone I like”.—Nicholas, group 14





Students were asked why they did or did not prefer a particular group formation method in general. Fourteen students (50%) mentioned a reason related to predictability or lack thereof. Student-selection allows for self-determination of the degree of predictability, whereas being assigned to a group creates uncertainty about the potential partner and thus about the process.




“Then I just know for sure how the task will be executed, and that it will also be fun to call each other. I always look forward to chat once in a while. Otherwise it would be very formal, if you don’t know someone well. And I do think that everyone in our class has good results, but it’s more fun with someone you already have some sort of relationship with, I think”.—Megan, group 15






“Last year we couldn’t choose our partner for a task, and that way, it was a very difficult paper to write. Because you can’t judge that person very well. You don’t know if they take their study seriously or not and you don’t know if they tend to procrastinate or not […] Does our writing style match a little or not…”—Scarlett, group 4





In addition, two students (7%) pointed out the practical aspect. When students have the freedom to select their own partner, they can opt for the same partner in multiple group tasks, simplifying making appointments.



On the other hand, students who do not know anyone in the group could encounter more difficulties in finding a partner, according to two (7%) participants. One of the participants was new in the group and partially confirmed this:




“For me, it was a little bit frightening not knowing if I would be able to end up in a dyad. Is the student number even or odd… But actually, I do not mind that much [i.e., self-selecting a partner or being assigned to a group]”.—Robin, group 1





The risk of not finding a suitable partner is increased by the tendency of students to frequently select the same partner, or one from a limited pool of peers. Ten students (36%) acknowledged this phenomenon. Consequently, the pool of available partners decreases. Lauren (group 6) sometimes perceives a lack of choice, feeling compelled to collaborate with someone from their circle of friends.




“I’ve been in a specific circle of friends since last year and I notice that when we are allowed to choose, we always divide it among that circle of friends, […] but… some of the other people in my circle I like as a person, but I find it more difficult to work with them. And we can say that to each other but even then we choose a partner within our circle”.—Lauren, group 6





Therefore, some students mention reasons in favor of a teacher-assigned group formation, which are clustered into two categories: learning from each other (n = 18, 64%), and getting to know a possible new friend (n = 16, 57%). All students who see benefits in the teacher-assigned group formation reported only having positive experiences with being assigned to a group.




4.2. RQ2: Motives Considered during Self-Selection


In the current study, students were asked to self-select their partner. Their motives could all be assigned to four categories: familiarity (consisting of friendship and prior experience through former collaboration, see later), ability, attitude, and convenience. In Figure 2, we provide a visual overview of the motives reported in the interviews. Table 3 details this information and shows a summary of the motives for each individual student.



4.2.1. Familiarity


Twenty-five (n = 25, 89%) participants prefer a collaboration partner with whom they are familiar, mostly because the process and outcome of the collaboration with an unfamiliar person are unpredictable. Familiarity can be categorized into two main types, i.e., familiarity based on “former collaboration” or based on “friendship”. The majority of students prefer a partner with whom they are familiar due to former collaboration (n = 24, 86%), while others also mention preferring a partner with whom they are friends (n = 13, 46%). Only one student prioritized friendship over any other motive. A positive prior experience fosters a willingness to collaborate again with the same person, while a negative prior experience makes students reluctant to engage in future collaboration.




“It is not my opinion that being friends is necessary for collaboration”.—Emily, group 1






“Especially if you have positive experiences with someone, you’re going to choose that person. If last time the collaboration process was not so smooth, I’m more likely to choose someone else”.—Rachel, group 7






“I had a friend and I thought she was really cool, and we went out and I really liked her personality. But she never delivered the results by the time we agreed on. And I recognized myself a little bit in this procrastination and could tolerate that up to a certain point. Then the night before the final deadline for the task, I wanted to put our parts together and saw: “Wow, there is still so much work left”. And then I had to completely rewrite it. She did not put the same effort into it. But I was her friend, so I rewrote it. At a certain point I decided for myself that I do not want to work with her anymore”.—Ella, group 3





The students revealed many benefits of collaborating with someone familiar. These can be clustered into three categories: “interpersonal benefits”, “benefits regarding the collaboration process”, and “benefits regarding the outcome”, as elaborated below.



The interpersonal benefits include easier and more open communication (n = 14, 50%), easier arrangements to meet up or make an appointment with each other (n = 5, 18%), a more fun atmosphere (n = 10, 36%), and a higher degree of tolerance towards their group partner (n = 7, 25%), as illustrated in the following quotes.




“I can express my opinion, my partner will not be offended. You have to think less before you give your feedback”.—Olivia, group 2






“You can talk about something else in the middle of the task, that is nice. With people you do not really know, you would not do that so much”.—Sophia, group 9






“There is less of a barrier to meet up at each other’s dormitories or make a phone call to each other”.—Robin, group 1






“I know that my partner procrastinates. I know that I have to keep reminding her to deadlines, but I am used to that, I know how she is. Should this be someone else, then it would annoy me. But I know this about her and we still get along”.—Megan, group 15





The reported benefits associated with the collaborative process of working with a familiar peer encompass reasons related to the task division (n = 12, 43%) and the overall approach to tackling the task. Students anticipate a more seamless collaborative process (n = 10, 36%) when collaborating with someone with whom they have collaborated previously.




“You know which one of you is better at time-management, who tends to forget things (…) You know what you can outsource to your partner and you can trust that. You know for example: the content of their writing will be impeccable, but there will be a lot of grammar mistakes”.—Michael, group 5






“I think the first phase of the collaboration will go faster, there is no more need to make agreements on who does what when”.—Rachel, group 7






“After a while, you know the writing style and the way they approach this type of tasks, and you can anticipate or build further upon them, I find that efficiently”.—Sam, group 14





Finally, as to the reported benefits regarding the “outcome”, three students (11%) mentioned that they assumed a predictable good end result.




“You can predict, or at least know that you will deliver a good end result”.—Emily, group 8





While students provided numerous benefits of collaborating with someone familiar, they also highlighted associated pitfalls, predominantly situated on an interpersonal level. Four interpersonal pitfalls have been identified.



The first pitfall involves the potential transfer of task-related conflicts to the personal sphere (n = 11, 39%). Collaborating with a friend increases the likelihood that issues emerging within the task context may adversely affect the friendship.



The second pitfall concerns a reluctance to give negative feedback on their partner’s work or, conversely, feeling free to express an opinion in a less supportive manner (n = 6, 21%).




“Of course you will not say as quickly that you do not like something that they have written, and you will accept more of their writing, just because you know them”.—Victoria, group 3






“If you know somebody well, for me at least, it is easier to be very honest but I would bring the message in a less nuanced way”.—Chloe, group 10





The third pitfall is encountering difficulties in establishing boundaries (n = 6, 21%). Specifically, three students (11%) explicitly stated that they would let a friend get away with free-riding for the sake of maintaining the friendship, despite recognizing that it is not the appropriate course of action. Furthermore, four students expressed the feeling of social pressure to collaborate with a familiar person solely because of their acquaintance, even if they are convinced that such collaboration may not yield an efficient process or satisfactory outcomes. The students added that they would guard their boundaries more strongly if they were collaborating with an unfamiliar partner. Social pressure manifests differently when collaborating with someone unfamiliar, i.e., students feel compelled to exert genuine effort, so as to avoid a bad image (n = 2, 7%).




“In case I collaborate with someone I know well, and I know that that person has a lot on their plate, then I would take over more of their responsibilities. In that case I would not report somewhere that she did not sufficiently contribute to the task”.—Emma, group 11






“If you do not know your partner that well, then I do not want them to say “I’ve worked with this person and they have not finished any of their work on time” or something like that. So you feel obligated to do the best you can”.—Ella, group 3





The fourth pitfall is a higher amount of non-task-related talk (n = 5, 18%). Many students reported chatting about their personal lives with someone familiar more often, whereas communication with a non-familiar partner is almost exclusively aimed at the task itself (n = 4, 14%).



In addition to pitfalls on the interpersonal level, students also acknowledged that iterative collaboration with the same person could lead to working by routine, missing out on opportunities to learn new ways of tackling a task, or gaining new insights (n = 4, 14%). Students mentioned that collaborating with an unfamiliar partner would enable them to expand their academic vocabulary and gain insights from potentially opposing viewpoints on both the content and the approach of the task (n = 18, 64%).




“You always tend to work in the same way, because you know it works well, but that has a downside as well. Because by always doing the same, your knowledge and skills will not be broadened”.—Natalie, group 12






“You take on a different role, maybe. Or you learn to start a project in a different manner. And you would need to push your own boundaries and learn to put yourself into a new role”.—Elizabeth, group 15






4.2.2. Ability


Another motive that influences students’ choice for a specific collaboration partner, is the perceived ability of that partner (n = 9, 32%). Students want to collaborate with someone who is good at the task, or even outperforms them. In practice, this is intertwined with familiarity, given that such information is usually not available about an unfamiliar person.




“I am not necessarily going for the most fun option. If possible, I always try to consider with whom I could collaborate best to gain more insights into the task”.—Matthew, group 2






“I prefer to know someone is good at writing, or supports me in what I am less good at”.—Grace, group 7






“For me it is important to work with someone who is just a little better than I am, who can lift me up”.—Lauren, group 6






4.2.3. Attitude


With regard to the third motive, attitude, students look for disciplined workers on the one hand, and value the informal aspect of collaboration on the other hand (n = 6, 21%).




“I might also work with someone I do not like as much, because I know they put work into the task. So it’s important to me that people are not lazy, so to speak”.—Natalie, group 12






“I pay attention to who makes a good impression and who seems more like a sloppy worker”.—Ella, group 3






“I find it very important not only to see each other and only talk about the task. The informal aspect, to be able to laugh about something, to put things into perspective once in a while… even if the task is important for your education, I sometimes just need someone who can say “Look, it is not going to get any better than this, we will let it rest for a while” and spend some free time, a dinner or whatever, without talking about the task”.—Michael, group 5





In summary, in an ideal situation, students prefer a partner with whom they have already gone through a successful collaborative process. In this respect, they take into account their potential partner’s abilities and attitude. If students cannot rely on prior experiences, they opt for collaboration based on convenience, which is discussed underneath.




4.2.4. Convenience


The last motive reported by the students is convenience (n = 8, 29%). It sometimes appeared as the main motive and was at other times combined with the motive of familiarity, the (perceived) ability, or the attitude of a partner.




“I actually knew my partner’s friend. My partner and I were not friends per se. But our mutual friend does not take this course, and so we ended up together”.—Ella, group 3






“We just sat next to each other in the classroom when the task was explained. And I already collaborated before with my partner, so it was a logical choice”.—Jenna, group 8






“I did not have a partner yet, and I knew my partner did not team up yet with someone, so that is how it went, nothing special”.—Jacob, group 16







4.3. RQ 3: Similarities and Differences


To answer the third research question, students were asked during their interview about the perceived similarities and differences between themselves and the partner they collaborated with in the writing assignment of the present study. Four final codes emerged from the data, which run parallel for the reported similarities and differences: attitude, task approach, ability, and content. Figure 3 provides a visual overview of the reported similarities and differences. These are detailed in Table 4, providing an overview of the similarities and differences mentioned by the group members.



The first category is “attitude”, covering the most commonly mentioned similarities (n = 17, 61%), as well as the most commonly mentioned differences (n = 12, 43%). Concerning the similarities, many answers point in the direction of both students not being procrastinators. There were no dyads in which both partners reported being procrastinators, except for group 16. From this group, one student was interviewed. This student mentioned that they were both procrastinators. This group teamed up due to convenience. Other answers include being equally willing to help each other, being equally flexible towards each other, and being equally motivated. The attitudinal differences predominantly concern dyads comprising one procrastinator and one non-procrastinator. Furthermore, students reported differences in punctuality, decisiveness and initiative-taking.



The second category is “ability”. In terms of similarities, eight students (29%) specified equal writing skills or similar prior knowledge. For example, the latter is the case when students have the same prior education. All reported differences in ability (n = 9, 32%), some were language-related, such as being better able to read sources in a foreign language, some related to being a more skilled academic writer, or being a more creative writer.



The third category is “task approach”. Regarding similarities, eight students (29%) mentioned preferring profoundly planning the entire process, and following the same broad steps, for example: searching for sources, summarizing, planning out the text, and writing or using the same task division as previously applied in other collaborations. Three students (11%) noticed differences concerning the task approach. These differences were all related to the way each member usually plans a writing process. Examples are the number of self-imposed deadlines or whether the text needs to be planned before writing or not.



The fourth category is “content”. Six students (21%) mentioned the content of the task, mostly related to the same interests, main ideas, and vision about the content of the text to be written. One student stated a content-related difference, which is illustrated in the quote below:




“Mostly, our vision of what we want to write differs. Yet, this is always negotiable, so when our opinions do not collide, it is a positive thing. (…) And when we have a different idea, we compromise, so we always get along very well”.—Natalie, group 12





Finally, students were asked about the value of similarities and differences between group members. While many students mention advantages of having similarities, some students point out the disadvantages. For example, students who reported not being resilient, would rather not collaborate with someone who is equally easily stressed out. Students who are prone to procrastinate would rather avoid procrastinators. Both partners having strong opinions would allegedly lead to frustration.



In general, students mentioned more similarities than differences, which could point to a preference for a similar partner. The most mentioned differences related to procrastination and academic language use.





5. Discussion


While group formation is the first step of a collaborative writing process, it is often overlooked. However, it is important for researchers, university teachers, and students themselves to understand students’ preferences for self-selected rather than teacher assigned groups and students’ motives for self-selecting a partner. This research aimed to gain insight into the perceptions of students towards group formation in the context of collaborative writing and the specific motives students have for self-selecting a group partner.



Notwithstanding the fact that some students report not minding working with a teacher-assigned partner, the students in the present study generally preferred self-selected group formation. The main reason they referred to in this respect is predictability. Given their ample experiences with collaboration in the context of their study, both positive and negative, and taking into account that the collaborative writing outcomes were graded, they expressed a clear preference to have a good idea in advance of what to expect from a partner, in terms of their ability, input into the collaborative process, and attitude when collaborating in the context of academic writing assignments. This finding is in line with that of Mitchell et al. [41], who showed students preferring knowing what to expect in terms of task approach and students’ ability.



The second research question addressed the motives students take into account during self-selection of group partners. In particular, familiarity was explored in more detail. The previous research demonstrates friendship to be the main motive considered in student-selected group formation [24,40,41,42,44,48]. However, distinguishing familiarity based on friendship from familiarity based on prior collaboration experience, our study paints a more nuanced picture. Familiarity indeed is the most important motive, yet prior experience is valued more strongly in comparison to friendship. Several benefits were highlighted in this respect, related to the interpersonal atmosphere, the collaborative process, and the writing outcome, corroborating findings of previous research [23,44,47,54]. However, the current study also elicits drawbacks of collaborating with someone familiar. Many of these reported pitfalls are situated on an interpersonal level, such as the risk of conflicts being transferred to the friendship sphere, encountering difficulties setting boundaries, the reluctance to provide negative feedback, and a higher amount of non-task-related talk. This reluctance to provide negative feedback in self-selected groups contradicts the study of Su et al. [54], that showed more direct peer critique in self-selected groups in comparison to teacher-assigned groups. The researchers assigned this to a higher degree of familiarity, implying a greater feeling of comfort. In their research, students in teacher-assigned groups actively avoided giving offensive critique. The higher amount of non-task-related talk was in line with the research by Le et al. [20], but not in line with Su et al. [54], who established more non-task-related talk in teacher-assigned groups, without further possible explanation. Another disadvantage reported on working with a familiar peer is getting caught up in routine working. Repeating the same process with the same person is not necessarily productive nor efficient [55]. Students rightly stated that they were missing out on learning opportunities this way. Also, the role of social pressure cannot be neglected in self-selected group formation. Some students acknowledged that they felt obliged to choose a friend, because they wanted to comply with what they thought was socially desirable, although being very well aware that their friend was not the perfect partner in view of the assignment. This result corroborates the findings of Mitchell et al. [41]. Students in our study pointed out that they actually wanted to meet new people, but felt pressured to collaborate with their friends.



Whilst Chen and Gong’s [48] study showed students favoring friendship and even neglecting ability, students in our study did take into account the ability of their partner, in the sense that they either prefer an equally performing partner or even a better performing partner, who is disciplined yet open for the right amount of informal talk during collaboration. As such, our study refutes that students—as opposed to university teachers—do not take on a cognitive perspective when forming groups.



The third research question addressed the extent to which students report having similarities or dissimilarities in comparison to their partner. Students cited more similarities than differences [47,52]. Mozaffari [24] warned that self-selection often leads to the formation of academically homogeneous groups. Although we did not measure students’ ability level, the self-reported data seemed at least to confirm this. Furthermore, students in homogeneous groups are likely to share the same ideas and perspectives. This prevents students from broadening their individual ideas and perspectives [55]. This way, the collaborative learning activity cannot reach its full potential.



As argued at the beginning of this paper, group formation, when strategically employed, impacts the collaborative process and the outcome of collaboration. Our students tend to make strategic decisions. However, predictability appears to continue to take the upper hand, despite the risk of missing out on learning opportunities and meeting new people. Earlier research showed that part of the power of collaborative learning lies in resolving cognitive conflict between group partners [56]. Therefore, students ideally select a partner with contrasting ideas and knowledge. However, this is at odds with the finding that students lapse into choosing a partner similar to themselves.



This study has some limitations. First, our study is based on dyads. It is plausible that students would have other motives when selecting multiple partners for collaboration in larger groups. Second, whereas interviewing students yields first-hand information on this research topic, it could be interesting to consider additional research methods in follow-up studies, such as testing students’ abilities, or observing similarities. Follow-up studies may include larger-scale studies, since our findings cannot be generalized given the sample size and the nature of this qualitative study. In this respect, it should be noticed that the sole purpose of including the number and percentage of students reporting issues in the results section is informing the reader. The numbers represent students who mentioned the aspect. However, it is possible that other students share this view but have not named it. Therefore, these numbers should not be generalized. Third, the current study involved a collaborative writing task. It is possible that the type of task impacts students’ motives.



Taking into account the findings and limitations, three recommendations for practice were formulated. First, university teachers could alternate between assigning students to groups themselves, or allowing students to self-select partners. When opting for the latter, university teachers should inform their students about the benefits and drawbacks of their choices. Second, the way in which collaborative tasks are graded should be well-considered. If the passing or failing of a course depends on the success or failure of a collaborative task, it is not illogical for students to opt for predictability and therefore to choose someone familiar. If, on the other hand, no grades are linked to the outcome of that task, students might more easily select someone unfamiliar. Third, the group size could be of impact. Collaborating with one unfamiliar partner in a larger group of familiar people is less unpredictable than collaborating with one unfamiliar partner in a dyad.



Future research needs to focus on students’ motives for selecting partners for collaborative learning in a wider variety of contexts. For example, research could explore and compare students’ motives for self-selecting a partner for collaboration in various group sizes. Furthermore, the differential impact on students’ motives for self-selection in graded and not-graded assignments should be examined. Additionally, the type of task might play a role. Therefore, our study could be replicated using different task types.



Nevertheless, the present study shed light on students’ preferences towards “who” does the group formation, “why” students select a specific partner, and to which extent students in a dyad are similar to each other. This study showed that forming groups is not a straightforward task and that students take a lot of information into account, such as familiarity based on friendship and earlier collaboration, but not neglecting other aspects. Yet, we can conclude that in this study, predictability is the most important motive for selecting a partner.
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Appendix A


Interview protocol for semi-structured interviews.



	RQ 1:

	
Preferences student-selection or teacher-assigned







	1.

	
For this task, you were asked to choose your own partner. What do you think of that? Why?




	2.

	
Do you prefer this method, or would you rather have your teacher assign you to a group? Why? (What are benefits and drawbacks?)







	RQ 2:

	
Motives during student-selection







	3.

	
You collaborate with X (i.e., the partner). How did you two end up together? What made you choose this partner for this task?




	4.

	
How well do you know each other? To what extent does that matter to you?




	5.

	
From the questionnaire, I could draw that you two collaborated before. To what extent is that important to you?




	6.

	
Should you have never collaborated before with this partner, would you still have chosen this partner? Why (not)?




	7.

	
What are the benefits of collaborating with someone you know well?




	8.

	
What are the drawbacks of collaborating with someone you know well?




	9.

	
What are the benefits of collaborating with someone you do not know so well?




	10.

	
What are the drawbacks of collaborating with someone you do not know so well?




	11.

	
Could you please summarize in your own words how you select a specific partner for this task?







	RQ 3:

	
Similarities and differences







	12.

	
In which ways are you similar to your partner?




	13.

	
In which way do you differ from your partner?




	14.

	
You summed up quite a lot of differences/similarities. Are these similarities and differences important to you? Why? (Would you explicitly choose someone different to you? Rather someone similar to you? Or did you not consider these differences and similarities beforehand?)
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Figure 1. Students’ preferences for teacher-assigned or self-selected group formation. 
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Figure 2. General overview of the motives considered during self-selection. 
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Figure 3. General overview of the mentioned similarities and differences in the full sample, and whether both students in a group mentioned it (both mentioned), one student mentioned it (one mentioned), or no one mentioned it (not mentioned). 
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Table 1. Overview of participants.
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Group No.

	
Student No.

	
Name 1

	
Age

	
Prior

Education 2

	
Prior

Collaboration

	
Degree of

Familiarity

	
Perceived

Ability






	
1

	
1a

	
N/A 3

	
N/A

	
N/A

	
0

	
N/A

	
N/A




	
1b

	
Robin

	
23

	
BP

	
0

	
A little

	
I do not know




	
2

	
2a

	
Matthew

	
22

	
BP

	
5

	
Friends

	
Well




	
2b

	
Olivia

	
23

	
BP

	
5

	
Friends

	
Well




	
3

	
3a

	
Ella

	
22

	
AB

	
0

	
A little

	
Well




	
3b

	
Victoria

	
21

	
AB

	
0

	
By name

	
I do not know




	
4

	
4a

	
N/A

	
N/A

	
N/A

	
1

	
N/A

	
N/A




	
4b

	
Scarlett

	
22

	
BP

	
1

	
Well

	
Well




	
5

	
5a

	
Zoey

	
22

	
BP

	
0

	
A little

	
Very well




	
5b

	
Michael

	
22

	
BP

	
0

	
A little

	
I don’t know




	
6

	
6a

	
Lauren

	
22

	
BP

	
3

	
Friends

	
Average




	
6b

	
Nicole

	
24

	
BP

	
3

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
7

	
7a

	
Grace

	
21

	
AB

	
15

	
Well

	
Well




	
7b

	
Rachel

	
21

	
AB

	
15

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
8

	
8a

	
Emily

	
21

	
AB

	
5

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
8b

	
Jenna

	
21

	
AB

	
5

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
9

	
9a

	
Alex 4

	
23

	
AB

	
0

	
A little

	
I do not know




	
9b

	
Sophia

	
21

	
AB

	
0

	
A little

	
I do not know




	
10

	
10a

	
Jasmine

	
21

	
AB

	
2

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
10b

	
Chloe

	
24

	
BP

	
2

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
11

	
11a

	
Emma

	
21

	
AB

	
4

	
Friends

	
Well




	
11b

	
Alyssa

	
21

	
AB

	
4

	
Friends

	
Well




	
12

	
12a

	
Natalie

	
21

	
AB

	
2

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
12b

	
Jessica

	
21

	
AB

	
2

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
13

	
13a

	
Miley

	
21

	
AB

	
3

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
13b

	
Lily

	
21

	
AB

	
3

	
Friends

	
Well




	
14

	
14a

	
Sam

	
22

	
BP

	
1

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
14b

	
Nicholas

	
23

	
BP

	
1

	
Friends

	
Very well




	
15

	
15a

	
Elizabeth

	
22

	
BP

	
3

	
Friends

	
Well




	
15b

	
Megan

	
22

	
BP

	
3

	
Friends

	
Well




	
16

	
16a

	
Jacob

	
23

	
AB

	
0

	
A little

	
I do not know




	
16b

	
Joshua 4

	
22

	
AB

	
0

	
A little

	
I do not know








Note. 1 Pseudonyms. 2 AB = academic bachelor’s degree, BP = bridging program, 3 N/A = not available due to no informed consent form. 4 Did not participate in the interview study.













 





Table 2. Overview of our thematic analysis process, based on Braun and Clarke [53].
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	Phases of Braun and Clarke [53]
	Detailed Phases of Our Thematic Analysis Process





	1
	Familiarizing yourself with your data
	All interviews were systematically transcribed, data were read and re-read, and initial notes were taken.



	2
	Generating initial codes
	Using Nvivo (version 12), initial categories (or main codes) were created based on the interview protocol. Each interview was coded based on these categories. For the first research question, initial categories were “teacher-assigned” and “student-selection”. For the second research question, two categories were pre-defined based on the literature review, i.e., “familiarity” and “ability”, for the third research question the categories “similarities” and “differences” were created. Within these broad categories, subcodes were created based on the data.



	3
	Searching for themes
	Overarching themes were created. The overall main codes remained as themes. Subcategories were sometimes merged or disaggregated.



	4
	Reviewing themes
	The themes were iteratively reviewed and revised until the themes formed a coherent pattern.



	5
	Defining and naming themes
	All codes were named and defined in detail.



	6
	Producing the report
	An outline for the results was created.










 





Table 3. Detailed summary of motives in student-selection per student in each group.
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Group

	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5

	
6

	
7

	
8

	
9

	
10

	
11

	
12

	
13

	
14

	
15

	
16




	
Student

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b

	
a

	
b






	
Friendship

	
*

	

	

	
➋

	

	

	
*

	
➊

	

	
➊

	

	
➌

	
➌

	
➋

	
➋

	

	
*

	

	

	
➋

	

	
➋

	

	
➋

	

	

	
➌

	

	
➋

	
➋

	

	
*




	
Prior

experience

	
*

	

	
➌

	
➌

	

	
➊

	
*

	
➌

	
➊

	
➌

	
➌

	

	
➌

	
➌

	
➌

	
➋

	
*

	

	
➌

	
➌

	
➌

	
➌

	
➌

	
➌

	
➋

	
➌

	
➋

	
➌

	
➌

	
➋

	
➊

	
*




	
Ability

	
*

	
➌

	

	
➊

	

	

	
*

	

	
➌

	
➋

	

	

	
➋

	

	

	

	
*

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
➊

	
➌

	

	

	

	
➊

	
➌

	

	
*




	
Attitude

	
*

	

	

	

	
➌

	

	
*

	
➊

	

	

	
➋

	

	

	

	

	

	
*

	

	

	
➊

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
➋

	
➊

	
*




	
Convenience

	
*

	
➊

	

	

	
➌

	

	
*

	

	

	

	

	
➊

	
➊

	

	

	
➊

	
*

	
➊

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
➊

	

	

	

	

	
➊

	
*








Note: Numbers indicate the importance of each motive according to each student. ➊ = mentioned, but student adds ‘a little’; ➋ = mentioned as important; ➌ = mentioned as very important motives. The same numbers in the same column reflect the same degree of importance. Asterisks: no data due to no informed consent.













 





Table 4. Detailed overview of similarities and differences within groups.






Table 4. Detailed overview of similarities and differences within groups.





	
Group No.

	
Attitude

	
Ability

	
Task

Approach

	
Content






	
1

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
2

	
✓

	
✕

	
✓

	
✕

	

	
✕

	
✓✓

	




	
3

	
✓

	
✕✕

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
4

	
✓

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


