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Cooperative Learning 
                       Editors:  David W. Johnson and Roger T. Johnson

Greetings From The Johnsons

Greetings!  Here we are at last!  We have had a busy year, both nationally and internationally.  Since January 1, for example, we have conducted trainings in Hong Kong, Israel, Columbia, and Spain.  Jetlag is becoming a way of life for us.  Roger misses golf and David is looking forward to the Boston Marathon.  We are planning this summer’s trainings.  The Minneapolis Trainings are the last two weeks in July.  They include seven different sessions (Foundation, Advanced, Conflict Resolution, Assessment, Leading the Cooperative School, Cooperation the College Classroom, Foundation Leadership Training, and Leadership Trainings for all the other courses).  The weekend in between (July 21 – 23), we will host the Annual Leaders Conference where we share ideas, discuss the latest in cooperative learning, and reunite with each other.  

We hope your efforts to make your classrooms, schools, and districts more cooperative are going well.  We hope your efforts to train students and your colleagues in how to manage conflicts constructively are progressing.  We hope your efforts to make your schools more cooperative are fruitful.  Keep up your good work. 

Take Time For Group Processing

An essential component of cooperative learning is group processing.  Effective group work is influenced by whether or not groups periodically reflect on how well they are functioning and plan how to improve their work processes.  Group processing exists when members reflect on members’ interaction to clarify and improve efforts to achieve the group's goals and maintain effective working relationships by (a) describing what member actions were helpful and unhelpful and (b) making decisions about what actions to continue or change.  Groups need specific time to describe what member actions are helpful and unhelpful and make decisions about what behaviors to continue or change.  The purposes of group processing are to:  

1.  Improve continuously the quality of the group's taskwork and teamwork.  

2.  Increase individual accountability by focusing attention on each member’s responsible and skillful actions to learn and to help groupmates learn.  
3.  Streamline the learning process to make it simpler (reducing complexity).  

4.  Eliminate unskilled and inappropriate actions (error-proofing the process).  

There are four parts to group processing.  

1.  Feedback:  Ensure each student, group, and class receives (and gives) feedback on the effectiveness of taskwork and teamwork.  

2.  Reflection:  Ensure students analyze and reflect on the feedback they receive.  

3.  Improvement Goals:  Help individuals and groups set goals for improving the quality of their work.  

4.  Celebration:  Encourage the celebration of members' hard work and the group's success.  

Step One:  Giving And Receiving Feedback

To begin group processing, you ensure that learning groups and individual students receive feedback.  Feedback is information on actual performance that individuals compare with criteria for ideal performance.  Feedback is based on the information the teacher and students collect while monitoring the learning groups.  When feedback is given skillfully, it generates energy, directs the energy toward constructive action, and transforms the energy into action towards improving the performance of the teamwork skills.  

Giving Personal Feedback In A Helpful, Non Threatening Way

1.  Focus feedback on behavior (not on personality traits).  

2.  Be descriptive (not judgmental).  

3.  Be specific and concrete (not general or abstract).  

4.  Make feedback immediate (not delayed).  

5.  Focus on positive actions (not negative ones).  

6.  Present feedback in a visual (such as a graph or chart) as well as auditory fashion (not just spoken words alone).  

Step Two:  Reflecting On And Analyzing Feedback

You take the second step in structuring group processing when you have students reflect on and analyze the group session they have just completed to discover what helped and what hindered the quality of learning and whether specific behaviors had a positive or negative effect.  Varying the procedures for analyzing and reflecting on the data collected about members’ interactions keep group processing vital and interesting.  Ways of doing so include having each group:  

1.  Plot in a chart the data on members’ interaction.  

2.  Do a mind-map representing the secrets to his or her success.  

3.  Rate themselves on a series of dimensions on a bar chart.  

4.  Give each member 60 seconds to identify three things other members did to help groupmates learn.  

5.  Discuss the effective use of teamwork skills by members (“How did other group members encourage participation?”  “How did other group members check for understanding?”).  Each group member gives his or her response and then consensus is achieved through discussion.  

Processing Quickies

1.  Three things the group did well in working together…

2.  Our group is really good at…

3.  Words describing our group are…

4.  Actions that helped the group were…

5.  Next time we will be better at…

6.  One thing  the group can improve is…

Step Three:  Setting Goals For Improved Functioning

You take the third step in structuring group processing when you encourage students to set improvement goals.  After analyzing the observational and self-assessment data, reflecting on its meaning, and giving each other feedback, group members set improvement goals specifying how they will act more skillfully in the next group session.  Students should publicly announce the behavior they plan to increase.  They should write the goal down and review it at the beginning of the next group session.  Goal setting is the link between how students did today and how well they will do tomorrow.  Goal setting can have a powerful impact on students' behavior as there is a sense of ownership of and commitment to actions that a student has decided to engage in (as opposed to assigned behaviors).  Some procedures for goal setting are:  

1.  Have students set specific behavioral goals for the next group session.  Have each student pick a specific social skill to use more effectively (an "I" focus) and/or have the group reach consensus about which collaborative skill all group members will practice in the next session (a "we" focus).  The group can be required to hand in a written statement specifying which social skill each member is going to emphasize during the next work session.  

2.  In a whole-class processing session, ask each group to agree on one conclusion to the statement, "Our group could do better on social skills by...," and tell their answer to the entire class.  You write the answers on the board under the title "goals."  At the beginning of the next cooperative learning lesson, you publicly read over the goal statements and remind students what they agreed to work on during this session.  

3.  Have each student write an answer to one of the following questions before the next cooperative learning session:  

a.  "Something I plan to do differently next time to help my group is..."

b.  "The social skill I want to use next time is..."

c.  "I can help my group next time by..."  

d.  "Two things I will do to help my group next time are..."

e.  "One social skill I will practice more consistently next time is..."

4.  As an optional activity, have students plan where, outside of class, they can apply the social skills they are learning in class.  Ask them to make connections between the cooperative learning groups and the rest of their lives.  Have them specify times in the hallway, playground, home, church, or community where they can use the same social skills they are learning in class.  Both "I" and "we" focuses are useful.  

Step Four:  Celebrating

You take the fourth step in structuring group processing when you have group members celebrate their success and members' efforts to learn.  Group processing ends with students celebrating their hard work and the success of their cooperative learning group.  Celebrations are key to encouraging students to persist in their efforts to learn (Johnson & Johnson, 1993).  Long-term, hard, persistent efforts to learn come more from the heart than from the head.  Being recognized for efforts to learn and to contribute to groupmates' learning reaches the heart more effectively than do grades or tangible rewards.  Both small-group and whole-class celebrations should take place.  Small group processing provides the means to celebrate the success of the group and reinforce the positive behaviors of group members.  Individual efforts that contribute to the group's success are recognized and encouraged.  Members' actions aimed at helping groupmates learn are perceived, respected, and recognized.  It is feeling successful, appreciated, and respected that builds commitment to learning, enthusiasm about working in cooperative groups, and a sense of self-efficacy about subject-matter mastery and working cooperatively with classmates.  

Obstacles To Group Processing

1.  Not leaving enough time for group processing.  

2.  Letting students stay vague in their processing.  

3.  Letting students stay uninvolved in processing.  

4.  Students lack the needed social skills.  

5.  Processing is superficial and incomplete.  

1999 CLI Theory Conference

In July, 1999 the Second Social Interdependence Theory Conference sponsored by the Cooperative Learning Institute was conducted.  It is a working conference in that attendance is limited to individuals who are actively working on extending and improving social interdependence theory.  The purposes of the Conference are to review, refine, and extend the theory and research on social interdependence.  Attending the Conference were Morton Deutsch, Peter Coleman, David and Roger Johnson, Dean Tjosvold, and Laurie Stevahn.  Discussions focused on the state of Social Interdependence Theory, positive outcomes from the use of power, and constructive competition.  As always, Morton Deutsch was brilliant.  

Cooperative Learning Center, Hong Kong

There is now a Cooperative Learning Center, Far East (e.g., Hong Kong).  Directed by Dean Tjosvold, the Center is supported by a two-year grant from the Hong Kong government.  There is growing concern in Hong Kong about the capabilities of graduates to work in teams and engage in critical reasoning and creative problem solving.  The Cooperative Learning Center was funded to train professors at seven Hong Kong Universities in how to use cooperative learning to ensure that graduates have these competencies.  Cooperative learning is viewed as culturally appropriate and as the key to successful educational reform in Hong Kong.  

The Center was launched with a three day workshop conducted by David for university instructors from across Hong Kong the first week in January, 2000.  Also attending were scholars from the Chinese Mainland.  

The Center resulted from a series of programs on cooperative learning organized by Dean Tjosvold over the past four years in Hong Kong and Mainland China.  Dean has been both modeling cooperative learning in his classes and training his colleagues in how to use cooperative learning.  The training has involved business, engineering, liberal arts, and education colleges as well as faculty from various other programs.  

Israel And Palestine, Conflict Resolution

In January, 2000 David helped conduct a three-day training program on conflict resolution involving school principals from Israeli Jewish schools, Israeli Bedouin schools, and Palestinian schools in the Gaza Strip.  Organized by Shifra Sagy and Salman Elbedour at Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, the purpose of the training program was to bring Israeli Jews, Israeli Bedouins, and Palestinians together to build positive professional relationships among them and to involve them in planning how to teach their students how to manage conflicts constructively.  It was a very successful and interesting effort.  

Cooperative Learning Outside Of North America

Cooperative learning in Ireland got a great boost when Benard and Treasa Kirk started training teachers in Galway.  David and Roger conducted several days of training in Cork, Galway, Tralee, and Dublin.  Bernard and Treasa have attended leadership training and are continuing to train teachers in Ireland.  

New Zealand has been working on cooperative learning for several years starting with efforts on inclusion in Special Education and branching out from there.  Don Brown and Charlotte Thompson are spearheading efforts throughout the country.  

Australia has a very active Cooperative Learning organization (AACE) which gathers up great numbers of administrators and teachers each year in a conference.  David and Roger spent a week presenting in Adelaide, Melboune, and Sidney at the invitation of Susan Hill.  

Georgio Chiari visited the Cooperative Learning Center and then set up several research and training conferences in Northern Italy.  The next one will be in June. 

The University of Monterey in Mexico has become very interested in cooperative learning.  Anne Birdseye who teaches Brown Book in Spanish has been there several times.  

Aage Aakervik is still training educators and publishing books in cooperative learning and constructive conflict resolution in Norway.  Last fall Roger and David conducted training sessions with Aage.  

There has been an on-going use of cooperative learning in Bogota at Colegio Santa Francisca Romana.  The school is implementing cooperative learning and conflict resolution.  Edythe conducted a cooperative learning training in a neighboring school, Colegio Rochester.  

David and Roger have just returned from Barcelona, Spain where they did a three day training for faculty at the Universitat Politecnica De Catalunya. Javier Bara has started an effort to integrate cooperative learning with the engineering and technical careers programs.  


Susan Gruber was in Tanzania, Africa teaching cooperative learning. 

Cooperative Learning in Higher Education

Michigan State University is doing extensive faculty training in cooperative learning.  Hundreds of faculty members in tens of departments are engaging their students in cooperative learning.  Karl Smith and MSU leaders are the driving force behind the project.  

The University of Delaware has implemented problem-based learning (PBL).  Cooperative learning is at the heart of their work.  

North Dakota State University received Bush Foundation funding for a PBL project.  Sudhir Mehta and colleagues are working with the Cooperative Learning Center.  

University of Texas-El Paso has a Model Institutions for Excellence Project to reform undergraduate science classes to 


enable Hispanic American students to enter programs in the sciences and engineering. Cooperative learning is a central part of this project.

 Join The AERA SIGs

To join the Special Interest Groups in the American Educational Research Association on Cooperative Learning or on Conflict Resolution, call or write Laurie Stevahn at the Cooperative Learning Center (612) 624-7031. 

Area Code Change

The Area Code for Interaction Book Company (and David and Linda) has changed from 612 to 952.  

Summer Leaders Conference

2000 Leaders Conference:  July 21 – 23, 2000.  Anyone who has taken our Leadership Training is invited to attend this conference.  Call Linda for details.  (952) 831-7060; FAX: (952) 831-9332  

Interaction Book Company
7208 Cornelia Drive

Edina, MN 55435

(952) 831-9500

FAX:  (952) 831-9332
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