
Below are practical tips to support you as you implement high-impact collaborative 
assignments in your course.  
 
Meaningful collaboration with peers- Students should have multiple, varied opportunities to 
communicate in a collaborative environment (Garrison, 2020; Jeong & Hmelo-Silver, 2016). 
These conversations establish a common set of goals, clear expectations for individuals, 
and provide space for questions and challenges to be resolved. Additionally, these spaces 
expose students to diversity of thought, background, lived experience, and more. Below are 
some examples of how peer collaboration can be optimized in collaborative assignments:  
 

Asynchronous Discussion- 
Students should have space to discuss their work in collaborative environments that provide 
space for students to consider, draft, and revise their communication. Canvas discussion 
boards can facilitate this communication. Specifically, discussion boards that are assigned to 
working groups provide space for student groups to discuss their process in a low-stakes 
format that still allows instructors to engage in the conversation. Additionally, offering 
students a private space for conversation facilitates autonomy and ownership of group 
work.   
 
Small Group Check-Ins-  
Groups benefit from pre-determined, scheduled check-ins to mark progress and determine 
future steps. While students may take ownership of these meetings, instructors should 
provide suggestions on details such as frequency of meetings, talking points, and 
deliverables. When possible, a template for a meeting agenda is a useful model for 
students. Additionally, these agendas can be used in feedback conversations with the 
instructor.   
 
Group Contracts-  
Instructors may incorporate group contracts, or agreements, that outline workload and 
expectations. Throughout the course of the project, these agreements provide clear 
expectations for individuals, markers of progress for the group, and insight for the 
instructor. At the conclusion of the assignment, the group contract serves as an artifact for 
individuals to accurately represent their role to an external audience. For more information 
on group projects, check out this resource by the University of Waterloo’s Centre for 
Teaching Excellence.   
 
Collaborative Writing- 
Written communication is consistently cited as one of the most marketable and sought-
after skills, regardless of the career field. Additionally, the opportunity to develop 
collaborative written work challenges students to refine their communication, time 
management, and problem-solving skills. When possible, instructors can assign a brief write 
up that requires the group to reflect on their product and experiences. When reflective 
assignments are incorporated, instructors should include clear expectations, a description 
of how the piece will be assessed, and, when possible, an example. It is important to 



remember that students are being asked to complete a vast array of written assignments 
across the disciplines, so instructor’s expectations should be clear and time should be 
allotted for questions. Reflective assignments can also be incorporated with different 
modalities, such as a video or audio submission, to accommodate different ways of learning, 
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and neurodiversity.   

 
Multiple opportunities to engage with professor & receive feedback- Instructors should 
predetermine points of contact for collaborative work. This includes communicating initial 
expectations, problem solving discussions, and multiple forms of feedback.   
 

Articulate expectations-  
Assignment expectations should be clearly outlined to students in advance of the 
deadline and in multiple formats. First, the syllabus should outline major assignments 
and expectations for collaboration. Assignments should include a prompt for students to 
revisit as well as a rubric with behavioral anchors. If time permits, instructors can review 
syllabus or assignment prompts in an active learning space by providing opportunities 
for students to annotate and discuss their understanding of the written expectations.  
  
Multiple modes of communication-  
Instructors should clearly articulate feedback through multiple modes of 
communication. A few suggestions include: a poll at the start of Zoom class, Canvas 
prompts that are ungraded and foster back and forth communication with the 
instructor, accessible office hours (whether drop in or by appointment), and clear email 
guidelines.   
 
Informal feedback-  
Collaborative assignments should receive multiple iterations of informal feedback. This 
might look like a brief breakout room with each group to check in and troubleshoot 
their work, a brief survey for students to articulate strengths and challenges, or an 
annotated assignment draft.  
 
Formal feedback-  
Ideally, students will receive formal feedback prior to a final grade being assigned. This 
formal feedback may look like a draft grade with an opportunity to revise or a 
summative rubric that is annotated with opportunities to improve.  

 
Real-world application- Students prescribe value to classroom experiences when they see 
direct real-world application. Well-designed reflective prompts challenge students to think 
as individuals, recognize the significance of their learning, draw connections between their 
experiences, and communicate their self-assessment to an external audience (Yancey, 
2009).  
 

Preparation prompts-  



When assigning a collaborative assignment, provide space for students to articulate how 
they work in a group setting, define collaboration, and articulate points of uncertainty 
about working with others. These reflections may be shared (anonymously) or discussed 
in groups. This reflection prepares students to consider how they position themselves in 
group work.   
 
Process prompts-  
Provide opportunities for students to write (or speak) about their collaborative process. 
When possible, draw connections to their career field and cocurricular experiences.   
 
Post-assignment prompts-  
Provide space for students to reflect on their experiences. This reflection can be an 
opportunity for collaborative expression that may be formal (a conclusion or appendix 
to the project) or informal (a word cloud that is shared in class).  
 
Develop artifacts-  
Provide suggestions for how students might capture evidence of their experience with 
the assignment. This might include images, renderings, stock photos, charts, 
graphs, written reports, etc.   
 
Digital ethics-  
Provide resources about representation of self and others, copyright and fair use, and 
other issues that may arise with artifact inclusion. Note, this is particularly important to 
instructors of students that may be working with corporations, grants, government 
contracts, etc. that may have contractual and/or legal obligations, such as non-
disclosure agreements.  

 


