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Silent but significant: A case study of a quiet student in a small laboratory group

Quiet students can be engaged and influential in their groups.

Coding 
Nonverbal 

Engagement

• Appearing to follow who’s speaking
• Helping with data collection (setting up 

and participating in the experiment)

Most of the quiet student’s engagement is nonverbal.
The quiet member is especially engaged during the data collection stage.

We identified nonverbal 
engagement by the quiet 
student as: 
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• The first three rows are the 
verbal engagement of each 
member. 

• The fourth row is the verbal 
and nonverbal engagement of 
the quiet person.

Coded Timeline

While L and C finish 
writing down the 
predicted values, QM gets 
up from the table, 
holding the two-meter 
stick and moves to set up 
the experiment.

Influence in Phase Transitions
The quiet student…
• shifted the conversation topic from what the general task was to answering a specific prompt
• physically transitioned the group from planning experiment details to data collection

L: Um, so we just have to figure out the 
time it takes for a cotton ball to go 
down?
QM: Yeah.
L: Okay. 
QM: The reasoning behind Jamie's claim, 
she's just using kinematics.

L: Right, yeah.  
QM: And she's not factoring in drag. 
L: Yeah. Or air resistance. 
C: “What is the reasoning behind 
Jamie's claim?” He's just using 
kinematics, right?
L: Right. Right.

QM initially is the one who holds the two-meter stick 
and drops the cotton ball. When L struggles with 
timing, she asks QM to take over and QM assumes the 
role of timing the cotton ball’s fall time.

Influence as a Data Collector
The quiet student…
• actively collected data for the group
• cared about data quality

Influence in Decision-Making
The quiet student…
• had a similar amount of “say” as their group members
• took part in deciding the details of the group’s experiment

C: How many times do we 
want to repeat it? 
L: (looks to QM) Just like two.
QM: Let's do-yeah, two. 

L: Do you wanna do, like 
thirty, or do you wanna do 
fifty, hundred, one fifty, and 
then two meters? 
QM: Yeah.
L: Let's do that. 

Influence as a Responder
The quiet student…
• affirmed peer’s understanding about the general task 
• cleared up groupmate’s confusion about what was necessary

L: Do we have to use both the eraser too or 
something?
QM: Hm? No.
L: Okay. 'Cause I was wondering, 'cause I 
saw someone drop an eraser and I was like, 
"Wait, uh, am I missing something?"

While the group discusses experiment details, QM appears to face whoever is speaking and the 
other group members seem to look to QM for his opinion.
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CONCLUSIONS FUTURE WORK
• Continue characterizing the ways quiet students demonstrate 

engagement and influence
• Study how groups’ self-organization affects the inclusion of quiet 

students
• Study how an influential quiet student co-occurs with an effective 

group
• Understanding how quiet students show engagement and influence 

allows small group discourse analysis to include them 

We expand the community’s understanding of quiet 
students by showing: 
• Quiet students are both verbally and nonverbally 

engaged. 
• Some ways a quiet student can influence their group 

include initiating phase transitions, being involved in the 
decision-making process, and taking on supportive 
roles. 
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ENGAGEMENT
Verbal participation is widely accepted as an 
indicator of engagement. Students can also 
show nonverbal engagement: 2,3

• Nodding
• Eye contact/facing the speaker
• Participation in data collection
• Performing calculations
• Writing down group’s thoughts and ideas

INFLUENCE
An engaged group member can then affect 
the group in various ways by: 

• Supporting or opposing peers’ ideas
• Contributing to the group’s understanding of concepts
• Deciding specifics of what the group should do
• Prompting the group to transition to a new stage

Because they speak less than their peers, 
quiet students are often not included in 
discourse analysis, and are disregarded as 
passive and inactive members in small 
groups. However, in some cases, quiet 
students can be as influential as their 
more talkative groupmates.1 

Research Question 
What are the mechanisms quiet students use to 

influence their lab group?

The ‘Quiet’ Student

Study Context

About the Group

• At the end of a semester of inquiry-style instruction, 
introductory mechanics undergraduate students 
complete a lab practical.

• A hypothetical peer (Jamie) proposes that the drop 
height of a cotton ball is enough information to predict 
its fall time. Students must explain their peer’s 
reasoning, then design and perform an experiment to 
test the claim.  

This group appears to consist of two women and one 
man, where the two women are the two dominant 
speakers (leader, collaborator) and the man is the quiet 
member. 

Methods
To determine instances of influence, we used discourse 
analysis that analyzed both verbal and nonverbal cues.
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