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Greetings From The Johnsons

Greetings!  We know it is past time for us to say hello and encourage you to continue making your settings more cooperative, but here we are again!  We have had a busy year, both nationally and internationally.  Roger misses golf and David is looking back on the Vasaloppet cross-country ski race and forward to the Boston Marathon.  We are planning this summer’s training and are looking forward to the Minneapolis Trainings 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 courses).  

The summer schedule is included in this newsletter.  Last year we had people from several different countries in Minneapolis (including a group from Mexico).  We need educators from a variety of places around the US and Canada to interact with these visitors.  If you make the trip to Minneapolis this summer we can offer you the chance to ride a pig.  

We are doing training throughout the world in Colleges and Universities that are engaged in improving university teaching through research-based practices.  Cooperative Learning is part of the National Plan in Norway.  The University of Trento in Italy and a leadership team in the Czech Republic are active in training teachers in cooperative learning. 

The Cooperative Learning Center in Hong Kong is training professors in cooperative learning in mainland China as well as Hong Kong.  Cooperative Learning is alive and well in the Thailand and Malaysia, Japan as well as countries in the Middle East, Africa, and South America.  

Interest stays high in the research area for both cooperative learning and conflict resolution.  This year at AERA there are several sessions dedicated to those topics.

Group Assessment

There are eight steps to utilizing the power of cooperative learning groups in assessment.  

Step 1:  Recognize The Power of Groups For Assessment Purposes

The first step is recognizing the power of groups for improving assessment.  

1.  Groups help make assessment meaningful by involving students in helping each other learn and improve.  

2.  Groups provide the framework for involving students in the assessment process by having them assess each other’s work.

3.  Groups enable teachers to conduct more frequent assessments, as groupmates can continuously monitor each other’s behavior.

4.  Groups enable teachers to assess a wider variety of outcomes, as groupmates can assess level of reasoning, social skills, attitudes, work habits, and other outcomes teachers usually do not have time to assess.

5.  Groups enable teachers to use more modalities in assessing students’ work, as group mates can watch student performances, listen to each other’s answers, add artwork to their reports, engage in dramatic productions, and so forth.  

6.  Groups utilize more sources of information in making assessments, as peer and self assessments may supplement teacher assessments.

7.  Groups reduce biases in assessment, from relying too heavily on paper-and-pencil measures and on teacher assessments.

8.  Groups create support systems for enrichment and remediation.  Assessments can be immediately utilized to enrich and provide remediation, thus ensuring that “no student is left behind.”

9.  Groups enable teachers to assess groups as well as the individual students.  

10.  Groups reduce evaluation apprehension, thus helping provide a more valid and reliable measure of students’ achievements.  

Step 2:  Structure Effective (Not Ineffective) Groups  

The second step is to structure cooperative learning groups (rather than traditional learning groups or pseudo groups) by including positive interdependence, individual accountability, promotive interaction, appropriate use of social skills, and group processing.  

Step 3:  Make An Assessment Plan

The third step is to make an assessment plan.  Teachers must decide what to assess, what criteria and rubrics to use, how to sequence the instructional tasks and assessment procedures, and when to provide feedback.  

Step 4:  Use Groups To Assess Individual Performances

The fourth step is to utilize groups in assessing individual performances.  The basic purpose of a cooperative group is to make each member a stronger individual in his or her own right.  There is a pattern to classroom life, “students learn it in a group, then perform it alone.”  Students complete assignments in cooperative learning groups and then are tested individually.  

Step 5:  Assess Group Performances

The fifth step is to assess group performances.  Many assignments require groups to produce a single product, such as experiments, field projects, dramatic or musical productions, team sports, and many, many more.  Such group products are assessed as a whole.  In addition, many instructional procedures require a group product, such as problem-based learning, the case study method, group investigation, and academic controversy.  Group projects allow students to be creative and inventive in integrating diverse knowledge and skills, use a variety of medias, use procedures such as the scientific method, formulate their own questions and answers, share their learning and accomplishments with others, and transfer and apply diverse information and skills.  

Step 6:  Structure Peer Assessment Of Groupmates

One of the most powerful things teachers can do in increasing the validity and reliability of assessment is to have students assess each other.  Teachers can only sample student behavior, while groupmates can continuously monitor and assess each other’s behavior.  Utilizing peers in assessment increases the learning of the assessor, allows for more frequent assessments to take place, allows for the assessment of a wider variety of outcomes, allows for the use of more modalities in assessment, reduces the bias inherent in making reading and writing prerequisites for assessment, allows for the utilization of more sources of information, reduces potential teacher bias in assessment, and creates peer social support systems for remediation and enrichment.  

Step 7:  Structure Self-Assessment Within Groups

Cooperative learning groups provide the arena in which self-assessment takes place.  Self-assessment leads to such outcomes as self-awareness and self-regulation, self-monitoring and appropriate self-presentation, self-understanding, and social sensitivity.  By comparing oneself with similar others, students discover the level at which they have mastered material, whether they perceive reality accurately, learn best through visual or auditory means, have a good or poor sense of humor, or approach problems in an analytical and rational way.  Social comparison is used continuously to make assessments of one’s opinions, emotions, attitudes, values, attributes, abilities, and performances.  Social comparison, however, must take place in a cooperative (not competitive) context.  In a competitive context, social comparisons tend to be one-dimensional and evaluative (defining one as a winner or a loser), which leads to contingent self-esteem.  In a cooperative context, social comparisons tend to identify the similarities and differences among group members on many dimensions (defining each group member as a unique individual), which lead to unconditional self-esteem.  Learning logs and journals are key tools for having students document, assess, and reflect on their learning.  

Step 8:  Use Groups To Create Assessment Situations

The eighth step is to create group experiences for the specific purpose of assessing targeted student competencies and learning.  There are two major methods for doing so:  Role-playing and simulations.  Students may participate in a role-playing exercise or simulation, reflect on their experience, relate what they learn to the academic material being studied, and diagnose how effectively they performed in the situation.  Group experiences are very useful in assessing complex competencies and skills that need to be demonstrated as well as described.  

Assigning And Assessing Group Projects

1.  Give students a clear description of the project, its purposes, and how it will be conducted.  

2.  Create a time-line (list the dates for when the project starts, when each part of the project should be completed, when the initial draft is submitted for peer editing and initial teacher reaction, and when the final product is due).  

3.  Show students samples or models of completed projects.  A variety of projects ranging from excellent to poor help students develop a frame of reference on what is and is not an acceptable finished product.  

4.  Utilize students in developing specific criteria to assess the quality of the completed projects.  The criteria may include timeliness, appearance, originality, quality, evidence, reflection, richness of ideas, and presentation.  Students develop indicators of excellent, medium, and inadequate products.  Students need to understand the components of a good project and then use indicators to guide them in their work.  

5.  Teach students a rubric (supplied by the teacher) that is standardized for the school, district, or state.  Learning a standardized rubric to use in assessing the quality of projects gives students a more sophisticated frame of reference to use in reflecting on their own work.  

6.  Have students complete the project with help and assistance from faculty.  Students are assigned to cooperative learning groups.  The required materials, equipment, and other resources are provided.  The group completes the project, ensuring that all members have contributed their fair share of the work, can explain its content and how it was conducted, and can explain the results.  

7.  Have students present their completed projects to some or all of their classmates.  Either each group member presents an equal part of the report or else each member presents the entire report to a section of the class.  In viewing classmates’ projects, students use the rating scale developed and a standardized rubric to assess projects’ quality.  Each group may wish to revise its report on the basis of the feedback they receive and their response to the reports of the other groups.  

8.  Have students turn in their projects to be assessed by the faculty.  An individual test may be given on the content of the project.  

9.  Extend the assignment by asking students to apply what they have just learned in a more complex project.  

Teachers Role In Assigning Group Projects

Assigning group projects have three distinct phases:  

1.  Preparation:  Preparing students include ensuring they have both the academic and teamwork skills necessary, establishing norms for working together cooperatively, ensuring all materials are prepared, and preparing for formative and summative assessments.  

2.  Monitoring and supervision:  While students are completing the project, the teacher monitors and supervises the project groups.  Teachers observe the groups at work, interview the groups or individual group members, collect interim group products and progress reports, collect informal products such as “one-minute papers” (a one-minute opportunity for students to write a response to a particular issue), and have groups process how effectively they are functioning:  

3.  Assessing the results:  After the lesson, collect the group products and assess their quality by using the criteria and rubrics developed before the lesson began.  In addition to the group report, the group may be required to present their project to the class or a set of classmates.  

Individual Accountability

When assessing groups, it is also possible to assess each individual student.  Teachers may observe each group member, give random individual oral examinations, have each student present their group’s report to a few classmates, have students teach what they learned to someone else, give each student a problem that can be solved only by applying the knowledge and skills it took to complete the project, give each student an individual test, and assign each student a series of one-minute papers.  

New Editions

Circles Of Learning (5th Ed. Interaction Book Company). 

Joining Together:  Group Theory and Group Skills (8th Ed., Allyn & Bacon) .  

Reaching Out:  Interpersonal Effectiveness and Self-Actualization (8th Ed., Allyn & Bacon).  

Foreign Language Editions

This year translations of one of our books has appeared in Ukrainian and Chinese.  Cooperative learning is spreading.  

Join The AERA SIGs

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

Interaction Book Company
5028 Halifax Ave. S.
Edina, MN 55424
(952) 831-9500

FAX:  (952) 831-9332
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