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Introduction
This book attempts to reveal some of the structural
complexities involved in implementing authentic
cooperative learning in the classroom. The book
reveals that cooperative learning is far more than
putting students into groups and letting them work on
their own. It also suggests that when full cooperative
learning structures are implemented, the benefits in
student achievement often can be astounding.
This book has four main sections. Section one, titled
Description, offers definitions and research background
about cooperative learning. For those with little
experience in cooperative learning, this section gives
a helpful overview.
Section two, titled Decisions, reviews the many areas to
consider as one contemplates initiating cooperative
learning in the classroom. This section provides a
helpful checklist even for those who have already
embarked on using cooperative learning.
Section three, titled Designs, offers many cooperative
learning structures for use in any classroom, in any
grade level, in any content area. By dividing those
structures into whole class, pair, and triad/quad units,
the teacher can see the many choices and possibilities
for using cooperative learning.
Finally, section four, titled Developments, suggests the
social skill benefits that can result when cooperative
learning is carried out well in the classroom. The
areas of communication, team building, consensus
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generation, and leadership can all be greatly
enhanced by appropriate uses of cooperative learning.
The underlying implication of this section is to show
that social skills are crucial if cooperative learning is
to succeed. Often, the consequences of this is that
social skills need to be taught directly at first to make
sure students are clear about what is involved in
specific social skills.
My hope is that all four of these sections together
provide enough interest and practical tools to enable
anyone to risk initiating cooperative learning. My
hope is that when cooperative learning is well
implemented, student learning achievement will soar.
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Description

Mr. Dowling stood up, for it was his turn to share what he had
been doing with cooperative learning since the training four
weeks ago. All eyes were on him, because everyone knew that he
was an experienced high school teacher who wanted nothing of
this “Cooperative Learning.” Everyone’s mouth dropped as he
proudly displayed several graphic organizers his cooperative
learning groups had created during a lesson. Almost as
intriguing and impressive as the student work was his own
excitement as he described the eagerness of his students to work
in groups and his pleasure at how much they had learned.

Definition
“Cooperative learning is the instructional use of small
groups so that students work together to maximize
their own and other’s learning” (Johnson, Johnson, &
Holubec, 1998, p. 1.5). When it is done well,
cooperative learning is a highly structured teaching
strategy that capitalizes on the fact that many children
learn better in the midst of interaction with their
peers.
Robert Slavin (1987) suggested that
cooperative learning occurs when instructional
methods enable students to work and learn in small,
heterogeneous-ability groups. When this happens,
cooperative learning is able to lead students into the
“social power of learning” (Zemelman, Daniels, &
Hyde, 1993).
Furthermore, cooperative learning enables skills in
working as teams, skills that are in dire demand in the
workplace. The SCANS report of April, 1992 (U. S.
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Department of Labor, pp. 81–2), lists five crucial
workplace competencies: resources, interpersonal,
information, systems, and technology. The report
suggests the following interpersonal skills are needed
for today’s workplace: Participates as a member of a
team, teaches others, serves clients/customers,
exercises leadership, negotiates to arrive at a
decision, and works with cultural diversity. All of
these are enhanced through cooperative learning.
Does it work? Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (1998)
cite more than 550 experimental and 100 correlational
studies that conclude that there is an increase in
academic achievement, more positive and
collaborative interpersonal relationships, and greater
self-esteem.
Small group work compared to cooperative learning
group work is often highly unstructured. With the
absence of a clearly defined task and a designated
group task, small group work may flounder.
Sometimes, only one student in the group does the
work, and it may be difficult to discern which student
did which part of the work. Quality varies dramatically
without clear images of what is to be accomplished.
This kind of small group work leaves students,
teachers, and parents highly frustrated.
In cooperative learning groups, the task is clearly and
definitively structured. The goals of the task are
thoroughly explained. If the project is major, the
pieces of the project are parceled out to specific
individuals so that it is clear who does what in the
final product. Because the group is heterogeneous,
the complex task calls on the strengths and abilities of
everyone in the group to complete. In this way, the
learning experience becomes interactive and exciting.
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