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Cooperative Learning
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Greetings From The Johnsons

Cooperative Learning Developing Around the World
There is a great deal of cooperative learning training outside the United States.  We have given several trainings in a number of different countries over the last year or two.  Some of the key places are: 
North West University in South Africa hosted training for professors interested in implementing cooperative learning into their classrooms.  That was followed up by the training coordinator, Elsa Mentz, coming to Minneapolis for Leadership Training.  We expect this site to be a key place for cooperative learning in South Africa based on the enthusiasm of the professors and the nature of the University.  We also got a chance to see the BIG FIVE animals while we were there, although David seemed to have a talent in spotting the Ugly Five.

Clara, (Fortaleza) Brazil sponsored a Second Conference on Cooperative Learning where we gave several sessions focusing on the difference between “just putting students into groups” and structuring groups to be cooperative.  Professor Manuel Andrade has championed cooperative learning starting with seven students helping each other to pass the entrance test for the university.  In just a few years, those seven turned into 700 people attending the conference, including 200 high school students.  We had a chance to visit one of the cooperative high schools and watch the students in action (very impressive).  

Hoje-Taastrup Commune in Denmark has sponsored several Cooperative Learning Trainings and developed their own training leaders.  We have been there twice and enjoyed getting to know the City of Roskilde.  Mira Hollander has provided the leadership for cooperative learning and also provided us with some great concerts, as her brother is a key member of the Amsterdam Symphony Orchestra.  It is always impressive to stay in a Hotel where Hans Christian Anderson often stayed.

The University of Trento, Italy continues to champion cooperative learning.  It held a conference in Trento in December, 2012.  Professor Giorgio Chari (with the help of Daniel Cerrato) has been the key person for the work on cooperative learning in that area.  We got a chance to stand underneath Juliet’s balcony as we spent a night in Verona on our way to Trento.

The University of Geneva and the University of Lausanne in Switzerland hosted a research conference on cooperative learning where we presented several sessions on our new meta-analysis findings and social interdependence theory. We met a great group of graduate students and professors.  Two key cooperative learning researchers, Fazio Butera (University of Lausanne) and Celine Bucks (University of Geneva) hosted the sessions.  They made sure we had fondue and saw some of Switzerland while we were there.  
The Norwegian government is offering grants to eliminate bullying in schools and a couple of cooperative learning leaders in Norway, Aage Aakervik and Ove Haugalokken are applying using cooperative learning as the answer.  They are basing some of their grant proposal on the Jiyoung Choi, D. Johnson & R. Johnson article, Relationships Among Cooperative Learning Experiences Social Interdependence, Children’s Aggression, Victimization, and Pro-social Behaviors (Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 2011, 41, 4, pp. 974–1001).  

On the Home Front 

Maine Township High School District in Chicago has answered the question, “What happens when you have developed leaders for all of the cooperative learning trainings (foundation, advanced, nuts & bolts, creative controversy and conflict resolution), and are teaching them regularly?”  They are now developing teams of teachers who are experienced with using cooperative learning in their classrooms to do Action Research in their classrooms.  The data is more impressive if it is done with your own students in your own classrooms.  Their implementation of cooperative learning is very impressive and worth a visit.  

Roger and David  
Making Group Discussions Work

Need for Group Discussions

There are many functions of group discussions that may not be met in any other way.  One is to raise achievement.  All of the research indicating that cooperative learning produces higher achievement, retention, and depth of understanding than do competitive or individualistic learning, supports the use of group discussion to raise achievement.  

Another function is to improve social skills and the ability to work in teams.  Most careers require a high level of team work and social skills.  By definition, group discussions involve communicating with others, building and maintaining trust, making joint decisions, resolving conflicts, and so forth.  Thus, every group discussion is also potentially a lesson in teamwork and social skills.  

A third function is to create shared cognitive understanding of what is being studied and learned.  The social environment has considerable influence on the learning experience.  The social environment consists of the immediate learning group and the class as a whole, as well as the social communities to which group members belong outside of school.  Within a cooperative group, shared cognitions develop that are the product of the group, not of any one member.  In this context, cognitive functioning of each individual has their origins in social relationships.  Mental functioning is the internalized and transformed version of the accomplishments of a group.  What the group members do together today, each member can do individually tomorrow.  In addition, working cooperatively results in group members explaining their understanding of material being studied, experiencing different points of view that challenge their own.  Giving explanations enhances the explainer’s cognitive understanding of what he or she is learning.  Enhanced understanding, however, does not occur from just stating the words involved in an explanation.  It is the group members seeking to understand each other that powers their conceptual understanding, creating and resolving differences in social cognitions and shared meanings, which leads to intellectual advancement.  
A fourth function is to learn how to be a citizen in a diverse society.  Public schools are the most diverse places in which young people are likely to find themselves.  Discussion in most public schools is fundamentally a democratic practice because democracy requires a culture of listening and speaking to similar and different others publicly, about ideas, conflicts, and public policy.  In addition to engaging in purposeful discussions to understand material and solve problems, students need to engage in purposeful discussions to learn how to participate in them capably.  When students become old enough to vote, such discussion capabilities are essential to being a citizen.  
There are many more positive outcomes of group discussions.  Despite all the positive outcomes, however, there are critics.  

Critics Of Group Discussions

Group discussions are actually rare in most classrooms, and when they occur, they occur in honors track classes and often last for less than one minute.  Most students, therefore, are unskilled in discussion because it tends not to take place.  
There are at least two major lines of criticism of group discussion that discourage its use.  
The first is that the time spent on group discussion is better spent on reading the curriculum and listening to direct instruction from the teacher.  These critics tend to view students as being basically ignorant lacking preparation and relevant knowledge.  Thus, group discussions are the “blind leading the blind.”  Students must be told by a knowledgeable adult what to believe and what to conclude.  These critics also believe that group discussions result in students giving their opinions as though the opinions were fact and as though the students were experts.  Students may espouse their views with no evidence.  Thus, these critics’ position is, “Do not have group discussions, they are a waste of time; students’ time is better spent listening to the teacher lecture.”  

The second line of criticism is that discussion can be a new form of domination by some students over others.  These critics believe that the pattern of interaction among group members can reinforce patterns of domination and repression, oppression, subjugation, and acquiescence.  That is, in group discussions, majority students may dominate minority students, middle-class students may dominate lower-class students, high academic achievers may dominate low academic achievers, male students may dominate female students, nonhandicapped students may dominate handicapped students, and so forth, reinforcing and highlighting the domination of some and the subjugation and acquiescence of others.  In addition, these critics believe that low status students’ desire for inclusion will influence them to conform to majority opinion and give up their personal conclusions.  Thus, these critics believe group discussions should be avoided because they reinforce patterns of domination and conformity.  

How To Conduct Group Discussions

These two sets of criticisms remind teachers that group discussions need to be carefully structured to (a) create indepth, intensive discussions of content and (b) ensure equal involvement and participation by all group members.  In order to do so, teachers need to take the following steps.  

First, instead of “whole class discussions” divide students into groups of two, three, or four.  Remember, “whoever explains, learns” so that you want to maximize the amount of time students explain to someone else their understanding of the material being studied.  The smaller the group the greater the air-time for each student.  

Second, structure the groups to be cooperative.  When discussions are held within competitive or individualistic lessons, they tend to be ineffective and even counter-productive.  For example, students in a competitive discussion with each other may hide their “pearls” of understanding so that they hold a competitive advantage.  In individualistic situations, students tend to be uninvolved in helping group mates understand material because there is no advantage to doing so.  To structure a discussion to be cooperative, the teacher has to implement:  
1.  Positive interdependence is structured by establishing mutual goals (maximize own and each other's productivity), joint rewards (if all group members achieve above the criteria, each will receive bonus points), shared resources (members have different expertise), and assigned roles (summarizer, encourager of participation, elaborator).  

2.  Individual accountability:  Assessing the quality and quantity of each member's contributions and giving the results to the group and the individual.  

3.  Promotive interaction:  members promote each other's productivity by helping, sharing, and encouraging efforts to produce.  Members explain, discuss, and teach what they know to teammates.  

4.  Appropriate use of social skills:  Teachers encourage the use of leadership, decision-making, trust- building, communication, and conflict-management skills.  

5.  Group processing:  Groups need specific time to discuss how well they are achieving their goals and maintaining effective working relationships among members.  
Third, promote equal participation by each group member (in a group of four, each member should speak about 25 percent of the time).  This may be done by (a) assigning a group member the role of “encourager of participation” who systematically asks each group member to state their opinion or ideas or understanding of the answer and (b) having a member observe the group and record the amount of time each member speaks and then presenting the findings during the group processing (if one or more member is not participating equally, then the reasons may be analyzed and plans may be made on how to make participation more equal).  

Fourth, encourage conflict among members’ ideas, conclusions, inferences, and opinions.  This may be done through (a) utilizing all or part of the controversy procedure described below or (b) assigning the role of “devil’s advocate” to a group member.  A devil’s advocate challenges members’ reasoning by disagreeing with their conclusions, forcing them to justify and support what they are recommending.  
The controversy procedure consists of the teacher randomly assigning students to groups of four and dividing each group into two pairs, assigning one pair the pro position and one pair the con position on the issue under discussion.  The pairs (a) research and prepare the best case possible for their assigned position, (b) persuasively present the best case for their position, (c) engage in an open discussion where they give the opposing position a “trial by fire” by critiquing it and challenging its information and logic, (d) reverse perspectives and present the best case possible for the opposing position, and (d) reach an agreement as to their best reasoned judgment about what should be done to solve the problem or resolve the issue.  Such conflicts among ideas is essential for productive group discussions and cognitive and moral development.  
Fifth, promote the following sets of skills.  Each student should engage in:  
1.  An attitude of inquiry:  “I am very likely missing something, my understanding is incomplete, the categories I use to think about the issue and listen to others are probably faulty.” 
2.  Patience:  “I listen carefully and let the other person express their view without interruption and without “turning off” by denying or dismissing the validity of the speaker’s point of view.”  
3.  Perspective-taking:  “I make an effort to take the perspective of others.  I try to see the issue from their point of view.  This does not mean giving up my perspective—I try to hold multiple perspectives in mind as I consider the issue.”  
4.  Focus on the issue, not on the person, values, language, or emotion:  “I focus on information, logic, issues, problems.  I am critical of ideas, not people.”  
5.  Protection of dissenters:  “I realize that disagreeing with the majority view is risky in that is may result in rejection, exclusion, dislike, insult, bullying, and so forth.  I realize in order for members to disagree with the majority opinion, they must know that they are protected from the potential risks of doing so.”  

Summary And Conclusions
Group discussion is one of the most powerful tools available to instructors. There are instructional goals that cannot be accomplished in any other way.  Yet the use of group discussion has its critics because it is somewhat difficult to use.  To ensure group discussions are effective, instructors should focus on small group discussions rather than whole class discussions, structure the small groups to be cooperative rather than competitive or individualistic, ensure all group members participate equally, ensure conflict procedures are implemented so students can disagree and constructively argue with each other, and ensure basic discussion skills are utilized.  
Following these steps will ensure that group discussions are effective and will fulfill their potential for problem solving and development of social skills.  

Summer Workshops

Location:  Minneapolis, Minnesota

Dates:  July 22 to July 25 

Workshops:  

-Foundations of Cooperative Learning

-Foundations Leadership Training

-Creative Conflict (Teaching Students To Be Peacemakers, Constructive Controversy) 
Contact:  Linda Johnson, 

Interaction Book Company

(952) 831-9500, FAX:  (952) 831-9332

lmj@visi.com
The workshops will take place at the Commons Hotel (formerly the Radisson University Hotel), 615 Washington Ave., S.E., 1-800-822-6757, (612) 379-8888.  
Join The AERA SIGs

Members of the American Educational Research Association should make sure they are members of the Cooperative Learning and the Conflict Resolution Special Interest Groups.  

Interaction Book Company 
Interaction Book Company
5028 Halifax Ave. S.

Edina, MN 55424

(952) 831-9500 
FAX:  (952) 831-9332
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