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A Group Forming Algorithm

Group work
Teacher’s perspective
• limited resources/time: easier if 

students form groups than decide 
which students form a group

• limited multicultural competence, 
forming optimal groups impossible

• many other learning goals in a course, 
how to still reach all?

• needs convincing to force groups 
against wishes of students

• lack of competence in handling the 
social and psychological 
consequences of forced grouping



Group work Student’s perspective

• convenience of mother tongue: English 
(as a foreign language) may create a 
communication barrier

• feeling of safety: existing social 
networks usually homogenous

• fear of “free-riders“

• development of trust harder if from 
different backgrounds

• work attitudes/expectations may be 
different, culturally-dependent

• too many simultaneous tasks

• scepticism from students in working life

Intention(s) behind group work

• “The sum of the whole is 
greater than sum of the 
parts”

• Preparation for working 
life, i.e., a working life 
skill that potentially 
contains many other 
working life skills:

• Deep learning and 
unfolding

• Networking...

Source, TEK survey 2016/7



“Upping the ante”

Purposively forming groups to best perform a task is 
very pragmatic, as it can cut through conditioned 
boundaries and expose agreed fictions

Purposively forming groups to be as culturally diverse 
as possible can be a recipe for both awakening and 
disaster!

A broad interpretation of multiculturalism

• Nationality/ethnicity/skin colour/religion/...

PEANUTS! 

(well, not if you’re on the receiving end of some of the behaviour 
that is becoming sanctioned these days...)

• Personality

• Gender

• Academic background

• Work experience



Parametrisation

• Country of origin or country with largest imprint in your life

• Personality

• We’ve based the first version of the algorithm on the ‘Big 5’ – with some 
reservations

• Gender: other, female, male

• Academic background (in terms of distance from most relevant background)

• Work experience

An algorithm – engineers at work...



An algorithm – engineers at work...

Implementation



Implementation

Implementation

e.g.



Implementation

Run algorithm

Open Current_Results:

Ouch! (Conclusions)
• The algorithm could use some work on the interface!

• The algorithm still has a better optimising routine coming...

• This kind of social engineering goes beneath the skin!

• It is essential, if purposively creating diverse groups, which 
this algorithm does quite effectively, despite the margins of 
error in the parametrisation, to provide:

• Initial guidance at class and group level to prepare students for 
challenges that may arise, and to turn those into learning and 
growth experiences

• Support when needed – check-in sessions for all groups, open door 
policy for groups that need extra support


