@HEADLINE = Greetings From The Johnsons  

Happy New Year!  We hope you are well.  Remember the resolutions you made on January 1?  One of them was to use cooperative learning more.  Good idea!  But is there some resistance among your colleagues to your doing so?  This newsletter should help you respond to some of your colleagues' common comments about why they do not use cooperative learning.  The material is taken from the 1993 edition of the Brown Book and the 1994 edition of the Silver Book.

The summer training schedule is also included in this newsletter.  All the traditional places are listed with some new sites (Corpus Christi, Texas, Toronto, Ontario, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina).

We are interested in your efforts and we hear from some of you on a regular basis.  Keep us informed.  Try to visit one of our workshops this summer and say hello.

@HEADLINE = Knowing What Is And Is Not A Cooperative Group

What do you say when a colleague looks you in the eye and says, "<M>I tried cooperative learning once.  It did not work!"  Sometimes the comments will be more specific:

@BULLET = <M>"One student did all the work and the others just loafed!"
@BULLET = <M>"Students just put each other down and nothing got done!"
@BULLET = <M>"One kid hogged all the materials and wouldn't let anyone else use them."
@BLOCK = What you know from these comments is that your colleague did not try cooperative learning.  He or she tried traditional learning groups.  But how do you explain that to someone who believes that cooperative learning is ineffective?

One of the most difficult things for a teacher using cooperative learning groups to do is to explain to untrained colleagues what the difference is between cooperative learning groups and traditional classroom groups.  To the untrained, a group is a group, while to those experienced in using cooperative learning, there are several different types of groups that are clearly distinct from each other.  In most classrooms and schools cooperative learning groups are rare, perhaps because many educators (a) are confused about what is (and is not) a cooperative group and (b) lack the discipline required to implement the basics of cooperative efforts in a rigorous way in every lesson.  To help explain the difference among types of groups, it may be helpful to (a) review what is and is not a cooperative group, (b) signs of "what is not" and "what is," and (c) the discipline needed to use cooperative learning with fidelity year after year after year.

@HEADLINE = Potential Group Performance

Not all groups are cooperative groups.  Placing people around the same table and calling them a cooperative group does not make them one.  Study groups, project groups, lab groups, committees, task forces, and departments are groups, but they are not necessarily cooperative.  The difference among different types of groups is summarized in the group performance curve (Johnson & Johnson, 1993, 1994; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993), which illustrates that how well any small group performs depends on how it is structured (see page 3).  It begins with four individuals, ranked from highest performing to lowest performing.  These four individuals may be placed in a pseudo group, a traditional learning/work group, a cooperative group, or a high-performance cooperative group.

A pseudo-group is a group whose members have been assigned to work together but they have no interest in doing so.  Members often block or interfere with each other's achievement, communicate and coordinate poorly, mislead and confuse each other, loaf, and seek a free ride.  The interaction among group members detracts from individual learning without delivering any benefit.  The result is that the sum of the whole is less than the potential of the individual members.

A traditional learning group is a group whose members agree to work together, but see little benefit from doing so.  The work is structured so that members do very little if any joint work.  Members do not take responsibility for anyone's achievement other than their own.  Their achievements are individually recognized and rewarded.  Members do not receive training in social skills, and a group leader is appointed who is in charge of directing members' participation.  While most members achieve higher in the group than they would individually, some members would be better off (achievement-wise) working alone.

A cooperative group is a group whose members commit themselves to the common purposes of maximizing their own and each other's success.  In cooperative learning groups, members believe that "<M>if one of us fails, we all fail," hold each other accountable for doing the work, promote each other's success, use social skills, and process group effectiveness.  There is an emphasis on continuous improvement of the quality of their learning and teamwork.  A cooperative group is more than the sum of its parts.  All members are better off than they would be working alone.

A high-performance cooperative group is a group that meets all the criteria for being a cooperative group and outperforms all reasonable expectations, given its membership.  What differentiates the high-performance group from the cooperative group is the level of commitment members have to each other and the group's success.  Ken Hoepner of the Burlington Northern Intermodal Team (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993) stated:  "<M>Not only did we trust each other, not only did we respect each other, but we gave a damn about the rest of the people on this team.  If we saw somebody vulnerable, we were there to help."  Members' mutual concern for each other's personal growth enables high-performance cooperative groups to perform far above expectations, and also to have lots of fun.  Unfortunately, they are rare.

In order to move your groups up the performance curve, you must know how to recognize pseudo and traditional groups and know how to provide a cooperative structure.

@HEADLINE = Signs Of "What Is Not" A Cooperative Group

Performance and small groups go hand-in-hand.  Although cooperative groups outperform individuals working alone, there is nothing magical about groups.  Potential barriers to group effectiveness are (Johnson & F. Johnson, 1994):

1.  Lack of Group Maturity:  Group members need time and experience working together to develop into an effective group.  Temporary, ad hoc groups usually do not develop enough maturity to function with full effectiveness.

2.  Uncritically Giving One's Dominant Response:  A central barrier to higher-level reasoning and deeper-level understanding is the uncritical giving of members' dominant response to academic problems and assignments.  Instead, members should generate a number of potential answers and choose the best one.

3.  Social Loafing--Hiding in the Crowd:  When the group product is determined by summing together individual group members' efforts, and individual members can reduce their effort without other members realizing that they are doing so, many people tend to work less hard.

4.  Free Riding--Getting Something for Nothing:  When group members realize that their efforts are dispensable (group success or failure depends very little on whether or not they exert effort), and when their efforts are costly, group members are less likely to exert themselves on the group's behalf.

5.  Motivation Losses Due To Perceived Inequity--Not Being a Sucker:  When other group members are free riding, there is a tendency for the members who are working to reduce their efforts to avoid being a "sucker."

6.  Groupthink:  Groups can be overconfident in their ability and resist any challenge or threat to their sense of invulnerability by avoiding any disagreements and seeking concurrence among members.

7.  Lack of Sufficient Heterogeneity:  The more homogeneous the group members, the less each member adds to the group's resources.  Groups must develop the right heterogeneous mix of taskwork and teamwork skills necessary to do their work.

8.  Lack of Teamwork Skills:  Groups with members who lack social skills often underperform their most academically able members.

9.  Inappropriate Group Size:  The larger the group, the fewer members that can participate, the less essential each member views their personal contribution, the more teamwork skills required, and the more complex the group structure.

Not every group is effective.  Almost everyone has been part of a group that wasted time, was inefficient, and generally produced poor work.  You can examine any group and decide where on the group performance curve it now is.  You eliminate the hindering factors by structuring the basics of cooperation.

@HEADLINE = Applying The Basics Of Cooperation:  Moving Groups Up The Performance Curve

Educators fool themselves if they think telling students to "<M>work together," "<M>cooperate," and "<M>be a team," will be enough to create cooperative efforts.  You might as well believe that telling someone "<M>do not eat" will help them lose weight.  If students are to work together cooperatively, teachers must systematically structure the basic components of effective cooperation.

@BYLINE = Positive Interdependence:  We Instead Of Me
The motto of the musketeers, "<M>All for one and one for all" is an excellent philosophy of life.  If you and several colleagues develop such mutual commitment, your teaching career will be considerably more productive and fun.  The same is true for your students.  Students who feel isolated and alone have trouble learning just as do students with toothaches.  Group members have to know that they "<M>sink or swim together."  Within a football game, the quarterback who throws the pass and the receiver who catches the pass are positively interdependent.  The success of one depends on the success of the other.  It takes two to complete a pass.  The heart of cooperative efforts is positive interdependence.
@BYLINE = Individual Accountability:  No Free Rides!

Among the early settlers of Massachusetts there was a saying, "<M>If you do not work, you do not eat."  In a cooperative group, everyone had to do his or her fair share of the work.  Individual accountability is assessing the performance of each individual member and giving the results to the individual and the group to compare against a standard of performance.  On the basis of the assessment, members can (a) recognize and celebrate efforts to learn and contribute to groupmates' learning, (b) provide immediate remediation, assistance, or encouragement, and (c) reassign responsibilities to avoid any redundant efforts by members.

The purpose of cooperative groups is to make each member a stronger individual in his or her own right.  Students do not get stronger by being given a free ride.  By completing an assignment in a cooperative group, each member should be more able to do a similar assignment on their own in the future.  Individual accountability ensures learning, growth, and development.  There is a pattern to learning.  First, individuals learn knowledge, skills, strategies, or procedures in a cooperative group.  Second, they apply the knowledge or perform the skill, strategy, or procedure alone to demonstrate their personal mastery of the material.  Individuals learn it together and then perform it alone.

@BYLINE = Face-To-Face Interaction:  Helping You Is Helping Me
John Donnelly, President of Donnelly Mirrors, once said, <M>In an industrial organization it's the group effort that counts.  There's really no room for stars in an industrial organization.  You need talented people, but they can't do it alone.  They have to have help.  For cooperation to exist, group members need to do real work together.  Promotive interaction exists when individuals encourage and facilitate each other's efforts to complete tasks in order to reach the group's goals.  Through promoting each other's success, group members build both an academic and a personal support system for each member.  Time must be scheduled for the group to meet.  Students must be encouraged to promote each other's learning, achievement, and success.
@BYLINE = Interpersonal and Small Group Skills:  Cooperation With Grace, Finesse, And Class
Placing socially unskilled individuals in a group and telling them to cooperate does not guarantee that they can do so effectively.  We are not born instinctively knowing how to interact effectively with others.  Interpersonal and small group skills do not magically appear when they are needed.  Individuals must learn the social skills required for high quality collaboration and be motivated to use them if cooperative groups are to be productive.  The premise that social skills are the key to group productivity underlies the whole field of group dynamics (Johnson & F. Johnson, 1994).

In every group, members must work to achieve the goal (taskwork) and also learn the interpersonal and small group skills they need to function as part of a group (teamwork).  If members do not learn teamwork skills, then they cannot complete the taskwork.  If group members are inept at teamwork, their taskwork will tend to be substandard.  On the other hand, the greater the members' teamwork skills, the higher will be the quality and quantity of their learning.  Cooperative efforts are inherently more complex than competitive or individualistic efforts because individuals have to simultaneously engage in taskwork and teamwork.  In order to coordinate efforts to achieve mutual goals, individuals must (a) get to know and trust each other, (b) communicate accurately and unambiguously, (c) accept and support each other, and (c) resolve conflicts constructively (Johnson, 1991, 1993; Johnson & F. Johnson, 1994).  The more attention paid to teaching social skills, the more productive members and the team will be.

@BYLINE = Group Processing:  Everyday We Get Better And Better
Effective group work depends on members reflecting on (processing) how effectively the group is functioning.  Members describe what member actions were helpful and unhelpful and make decisions about what actions to continue or change in order to improve continuously the effectiveness of their group (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1993).  Group members need to (a) assess the quality of the interaction among group members (usually by observing the groups as they work and recording the frequency with which members use targeted social skills), (b) reflect on the data collected and discuss what actions were helpful and unhelpful in completing the group's work (placing the data collected in Pareto and run charts is often helpful), (c) set goals as to how to improve their effectiveness, (d) reflect on how effectively the whole class is functioning, and (e) celebrate how successfully the group and class are working (it is feeling successful, appreciated, and respected that builds member commitment, enthusiasm, and self-efficacy).

@HEADLINE = Disciplined Implementation Of Cooperative Learning

The truly committed cooperative group is probably the most productive tool you have at your disposal.  To capitalize on the power of cooperation you have to (a) be precise in your thinking about cooperative efforts (you have to understand what a cooperative group is and is not) and (b) have the discipline to structure carefully the basics for making cooperative efforts effective (these basics are tough standards and present difficult implementation challenges).

There is a discipline to creating and maintaining cooperation.  The basics of structuring cooperation are a regimen that, if followed rigorously, will produce the conditions for productive work.  Making teams work is like being on a diet.  It does no good to diet one or two days a week.  If you wish to lose weight, you have to control what you eat every day.  Similarly, it does no good to structure a cooperative group carefully once every week or so.  You must carefully structure the basics of cooperation into every group session.  Cooperative groups are rare because educators seek shortcuts to quality groupwork and assume that "<M>traditional groups will do."  Like persons who wish to lose weight without dieting, they seek easy alternatives to the disciplined application of the basics of effective cooperation.  Working hard to ensure that the basics are present in each group will help ensure that students and faculty perform up to their full potential.

@HEADLINE = New Edition Of Leading The Cooperative School
The new edition of Leading the Cooperative School is now available.  Extensively revised, the chapters include "<M>creating the cooperative school, challenging the status quo and inspiring a mutual vision, making teams work, continuous improvement of expertise, empowering students through cooperative learning, providing high quality training, empowering faculty through colleagial teaching teams, school-based decision making, leading by example, and encouraging the heart to persist in seeking excellence in teaching."  Even someone who has the old edition will wish to read this new and updated version.

@HEADLINE = The 1991 Brown Book Special!

A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!  While they last, the 1991 edition of Cooperation in the Classroom may be purchased for $7.50 a copy!  Anyone interested contact Interaction Book Company (612--831-9500).

