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Cooperative Learning in English Learning Classroom

Wang Hongjun Liu Yanhua

Introduction

Cooperative learning is one of the greatest success stories in the educational innovation history. From the 1970s,
cooperative learning strategies become so commonplace that they are often seen as a standard part of educational practice
not as an innovation. However, what is cooperative learning? It is defined in many ways. Rich (1993) defines it a
generic term that is used to describe an instructional arrangement for teaching academic and collaborative skills to small ,
heterogeneous groups of students. And Johnson and Johnson (1989) have more specifically defined cooperative learning
with four necessary components: face-to-face interaction, positive goal interdependence, individual accountability, and
demonstration of interpersonal and small group skills.

Most definitions have in common the notion of the instructional use of small class groups or teams where peer
interaction plays the key role in learning ( Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1991; Ravenscroft, Buckless, & Hassall,
1999, cited in Koppenhaver & Shrader, 2003 ). Cooperative learning typically requires placing students in small teams
enabling collaborative work on assignments, in attempt to maximize each other's learning. Team members work
cooperatively together to achieve a common goal and share leadership, responsibility and influence to facilitate learning.
Cooperative learning includes a variety of instructional techniques aimed at student-centered learning and the development
of student interpersonal skills (Siciliano, 2001, cited in Koppenhaver & Shrader, 2003 ).

As an English teacher, I always involve some cooperative learning activities in my teaching. It is a useful learning tool
in learning English for ESL ( English as second language ) students. In this article, 1 will discuss this student-centered
learning strategy ; cooperative learning activities in terms of my own teaching practice in China. As well | T will point out
some advantages and disadvantages of using cooperative learning activities in English learning classroom. And the aim of
this article is to inform some peers in China to have a fresh look on this pedagogical method in their own pedagogical

ared.
Literature Review

A lot of research has been done to emphasize that cooperative learning does indeed enhance student performance
(e. g Johnson et al. , 1991; Ravenscroft et al. , 1999). Cooperative learning is the instructional use of small groups in
which pupils work together to maximise their own and each other’s learning ( Johnson and Johnson, 1989 ). In
cooperative learning classrooms, the pupils are expected to help, discuss and argue with each other; assess each other’s

current knowledge; and fill any gaps in each other's understanding. When properly organised, pupils in cooperative
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learning groups make sure that everyone in the group has mastered the concepts being taught ( Slavin, 1995).

Cooperative learning strategy has been suggested frequently for use in bilingual classrooms (e. g Calderon, 1990
Cummins, 19865 Slavin, 1990 ). Calderon, et al, (1998) mentions that there are many reasons that cooperative
learning seems particularly appropriate for bilingual education. Cooperative learning is likely to be particularly beneficial
to students in transitional bilingual programs when they are making the transition from their native language to English.
Research on learning ESL has shown that for students to reach high levels of proficiency, they must engage in a great
deal of oral interaction, jointly negotiating meaning and solving problems. “Language acquisition is determined by a
complex interaction of a number of critical input, output, and context variables” and that cooperative learmning “has a
dramatic positive impact on almost all the variables critical to language acquisition” ( Kagan, 1996, p. 1, cited in
Ghaith & Yaghi, 1998).

Research in Israel (Sharan et al. , 1984, cited in Calderon, et al. , 1998) and in Turkey ( Acikgoz, 1991, cited
in Calderon, et al, 1998) has shown positive effects of cooperative learning on learning English as a second language
class. A study of Cambodian-American students acquiring English in the Philadelphia schools also showed positive
effects of a program based on cooperative learning on these students’” English proficiency ( Slavin, Madden, Dolan, &
Wasik, 1996; Slavin & Yampolsky, 1991, cited in Calderon, et al, 1998).

Cooperative learning is an excellent means of involving students with limited English proficiency. And it makes sense
for all teachers who have limited English proficient pupils in their classes because all students are given frequent
opportunities to speak ; a spirit of cooperation and friendship is fostered among classmates ( Cochran, 1989, cited in
Michelle, 1999).

However, there is little research that has been done on Chinese students learning English in classrooms. It appears
that using cooperative learning activities may be a more suitable way for a country like China with a large population in

English learning classes.

Using Cooperative Learning Technique in English Classroom in China

As for English learning class in ESL countries, using cooperative learning activities will be more effective. As we all
know, the common ability of English learning for students consists of listening, speaking, reading, writing and
translating. The key goal of learning English is to communicate and interaction is one of the main methods to practice
English. With such a large amount of population in China, it is a big problem to find a good way in learning English.
Because of the large population of China, the traditional English class always contains 40 to 60 students in lots of
schools. All the students have no chance to interact with the instructors and each other in traditional classes. What the
students do is just listening to the instructor. All these problems need instructors to involve some useful teaching methods
into the traditional English teaching classes. It seems that using cooperative learning activities will be a better way in
English class to lead to a better result.

According to Kagan (1994 ), there are over fifty forms of cooperative learning in classroom learning. Ultimately
each teacher must decide which of the cooperative-learning techniques to use and the relative amount of total in-class and
out-of-class time devoted to cooperative learning according to the nature of the student population and the type of

educational outcome to be fostered. As an English teacher, I always use cooperative learning activities in my teaching
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and involve several different forms of cooperative learning techniques depending on the actual nature of the students and

environments of the class, for example: Think-pair-share, Jigsaw, Problem solving, Storytelling, Role-plays, Open-

ended free conversations, or Peer tutoring after class.

Advantages of Using Cooperative Learning

Putnam (1997 ) distinctly compares cooperative learning and traditional learning groups. It is obvious from this

comparison that cooperative learning has much more benefits in the classroom learning.

Cooperative vs. Traditional Groups
COOPERATIVE TRADITIONAL
positive interdependence no positive interdependence
individual accountability no individual accountability
cooperative skill instruction no cooperative skill instruction
concern for peer learning little concern for peer learning -
heterogeneous groups homogeneous groups
teacher selected groups student selected groups
student reflection and goal setting no student reflection and goal setting
teacher observation and feedback no teacher observation and feedback
equal opportunity for success uniform standard for success

(taken from Putnam, 1997)

This figure clearly shows that cooperative learning a well-planned, sophisticated instructional strategy designed to
promote content learning, trust in others, critical thinking skills, friendships across gender, racial and ethnic
differences, and respect for diversity ( Retrieved April 15, 2004, from Academic achievements http: //curry.
edschool. virginia. edu/go/secme/coop. html).

Students in cooperative learning groups frequently demonstrate both higher achievement and greater productivity. In
numerous additional studies, researchers have found cooperative learning to be more effective in promoting academic
achievement than traditional and competitive environments ( Laughlin, 1965, 1972; Laughlin & Jaccard, 1975;
Laughlin, McGlynn, Anderson, & Jacobson, 1968; McGlynn, 1972, cited in Marr & Mary, 1997).

Promoting Knowledge Acquisition

Students in cooperative groups were found to use search and retrieval strategies more frequently than students in
traditional learning situations which may enable students to achieve great more academic outcomes than their peers who
work in traditional learning environments ( Marr & Mary, 1997 ). During the process of sharing information, new
solutions and ideas can be gained, which does not occur when students work individually. Still, during this process,

there will be the information transfer from one peer to the other and the group to the individual. Individual students are
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able to increase their mastery during this process (Marr & Mary, 1997). In addition, the positive effects of cooperative
learning environments may also promote students” academic achievement.

Teachers always worry about how much the students can gain because they cannot ensure that the lecture suits all the
students, especially in a large size class in China. Using cooperative learning in China is an effective tool to help
students to develop their content knowledge. 1 always involve this strategy in my class, especially the form of Think-
pair-share, Jigsaw and get good effects. The group members are all always actively to collect information to the group
task question and likely to share what they have got with other peers. Still I will invite each member randomly in each
group to do a presentation to their whole group or to the whole class. During the entire process, each student is
motivated to learn and easy to grasp more content knowledge in comparison to sitting silently and listening to the lecture
in the classroom. Also I use other forms of cooperative learning like problem solving or storytelling, both of which can
help students deepen their understanding of the content.

Enhancing Language Proficiency

As ESL student in the English classroom, there is another significant benefit of using cooperative learning. It will
certainly enhance the language proficiency of the students in the areas of reading vocabulary, reading comprehension,
language expression. Language is the main tool for human communication. Cooperative learning largely provides more
opportunity for the students to practice their oral English. As well, students may broaden their vocabulary storage and
develop other English skills like reading, writing and listening.

Using cooperative learning in my class is an effective way to enhance the students’ language proficiency. Students
working in groups need to share what they have got for the group assignment to other group members and discuss them.
Searching material may increase their reading skills and contribute to their vocabulary storage. While sharing information
with peers, students are asked to use English only. Everyone may get chance to practice and have to practice,
especially for the students with limited language proficiency. In addition, I often work as monitor in each group to help
them with their interaction. A student in each group is asked to do a small presentation for the group members or for the
whole class. Everyone should express his opinion at least four times during a semester. As well, Role-playing and
Open-ended free conversations are some other forms that 1 often use in teaching to improve students’ oral skills. The
result after a semester appears that all the students in my class make a rapid progress with their reading, writing,
listening, and oral presentation especially.

In sum, cooperative learning is a more effective way to promote content knowledge acquisition and enhance the
language proficiency of the students, especially in large size class. It helps students feel successful at every academic
level. In cooperative learning teams, low-achieving students can also make contributions to a group and experience
success, and all students can increase their understanding of ideas by explaining them to others ( Retrieved from April
15, 2004, from Social skills http .//www. ericfacility. net/databases/ ERIC-Digests/ed306003. html).

The other advantage of cooperative leamning is the increase in social skills of students. In cooperative learning,

structures are designed to encourage such pro-social behaviors as active listening, cooperation, and respect for others,
even the evaluation of each peer’s behavior on specified criteria and reports his or her perceptions to the teacher or peers
for discussion or grading ( Cooper, et al, 1994). Cooperative learning has also been linked to increases in self-esteem,
attendance, time on task, enjoyment of school and classes, and motivation to learn, as well as a decrease in

dependence on the teacher ( Cooper, et al, 1994 ).
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Developing Problem-solving Skills

Cooperative learning tends to emphasize face-to-face problem solving skills. In cooperative leaming environment
high-level problem-solving skills are more frequently needed and developed than in traditional class because members are
exposed to much more alternative problem-solving strategies than in traditional class ( Cooper, et al, 1994).

Problem-solving skills are one of the weaknesses of Chinese students because they were taught to do completely as what
the teachers ask during their primary and secondary school. Learn to solve problem by themselves is quite so unfamiliar
to them but more important in their future career. So they are likely to develop this skill. Cooperative learning properly
provides the opportunity for students to develop this skill. As in my class, in order to find the right solution to group
assignment | gave them in advance, each student need to search the relevant information as much as possible hefore
sharing with other group peers. In the process of information sharing, group members need to criticize the information
gathered by other peers and summarize them with preparation to the following discussion. The more conceptual the task
is, the more higher-level reasoning and critical thinking are required and the more problem-solving skills are developed.
Students can improve their problem-solving skills gradually during the process of cooperative learning in classroom.
Improving Social Competence

When individuals work together to complete assignments, they must interact with each other to promote each other’s
success. To work together as a group, students need to engage in such interactive abilities as leadership, trust-
building, conflict-management, constructive criticism, encouragement, compromise, negotiation, and clarifying
(Stahl, 1994 ). During this process, students’ social competencies can be improved.

Cooperative efforts with caring peers tend to increase personal ego-strength, self-confidence, independence, and
autonomy. Cooperative groups in my class often provides an environment in which students may develop both their
interpersonal and small group skills needed to work effectively with diverse schoolmates. Students learn how to
communicate effectively, provide leadership, help the group make good decisions, build trust, repair hurt feelings,
and understand other’s perspectives. The more individuals work cooperatively, the more they see themselves as
worthwhile and as having value and the more autonomous and independent they tend to be. Students can practice social
skills frequently in cooperative activities. Johnson & Johnson (1999, cited in Cooper, et al, 1994) indicate that
cooperalive experiences are necessary for the healthy social and psychological development of individuals who can
function independently.

Promoting Interpersonal Relationships

Cooperative learning has also been accepted to improve interpersonal relationships among students from different ethnic
backgrounds. Cooperative groups help students establish and maintain friendships with peers. Students who are isolated
or alienated from their peers and who do not have friends are more likely to be at risk for violent or destructive behavior
in society than those who experience social support and a sense of belonging ( Retrieved from April 15, 2004 from
hitp: //www. ericfacility. net/databases/ ERIC-Digests/ed306003. html).

Students in my class become much closer than 1 began to teach them 1 year ago. No one in the class is neglected and

no one wants to be neglected. They respected each other and like to work together on their assignments even in other
courses. In some extend, this close interpersonal relationship also promote their academic achievements. In addition,
skills of improving interpersonal relationship with other peers are the foundation for the success in their social career in

future.
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Disadvantages of Using Cooperative Learning

Every coin has two sides. So does the cooperative learning strategy. Using cooperative learning activities in classroom
may cause some problems. Studies by Collins (1970), Langer &amp; Beneventi (1978) and Hill (1982) indicate
that cooperative learning is too time-consuming, too diffuse in responsibility, and too informal to bring about high level
learning of complicated material older students need to know ( Lord, 2001 ).

From the teachers” perspectives, cooperative learning are viewed as being too costly in terms of the time required to
have students reach acceptable levels of achievement. Many of us feel that we already have too much content to teach in
the forty-five to fifty contact hours per term available in many courses ( Cooper, et al, 1994). As well, as Gardfield
says (1993 ), teachers may feel uncomfortable losing their role of being on center stage, performing in front of
appreciative students ( Lord, 2001). In my teaching practices, I often choose some proper texts not all texts to involve
cooperative learning techniques. And during the process, | always give students a time limit to ensure the lecture time.

From students’ perspectives, because students are used to sitting in lectures where they are not required to talk, solve
problems, or struggle with learning new material, students may resist an activity that appears challenging and difficult,
forces them to think, and does not allow them to be passive learners ( Lord, 2001 ). Therefore, using cooperative
learning activities may cause a few students only sharing others’ achievements instead of contributing. To deal with a
sandbagger who will not contribute, we suggest keeping close tabs on groups as they work. During cooperative learning
class time, | am always a monitor moving from team to team to ensure every group member to be a contributor.

As teachers, we must realize the two sides of the cooperative learning activities. It is a good way to introduce the
combination of traditional lecture and cooperative learning activities in the teaching practices. While using cooperative
activities, in order to ensure the effective implementation, we should keep a clear specification of the instructional goal
or objective, design group work to promote some attitude, to teach something, or to give practice in performing a task

and determine some form of individual student assessment.
Conclusion

In this article, 1 just reviewed some research studies on cooperative learning activities in classroom. Then focusing on
the English learning in ESL countries, | mentioned some advantages and disadvantages of this learning strategy
integrated with my own teaching experience in China.

In general, cooperative learning activities are an effective tool for students, especially in language learning class with
large size like China. Cooperative learning is not the easiest way to teach, but it is a part of everyday classroom life and
leads to social and academic success for all students. These skills should be consistently practiced and reinforced as

students and teachers build a classroom community respectful of all learners.
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