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Introduction to
cooperative learning
This book has been designed specifically to engage and motivate primary and
secondary school students to think ‘outside’ the box, to create new ideas and
to have fun while learning.
These activities have been based on the following underlying principles:
• Children need to be involved in activities that are engaging, relevant and
exciting
• Children should have the opportunity to choose various thinking tools
to complete and to present the required tasks (the relevant thinking tools
can be found at the back of this book).
These activities can be incorporated into the 48-grid matrix which integrates
Bloom’s Taxonomy and Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences. In this way, we will
provide for the thinking skills and the learning styles of our students.
It is anticipated that the children will be encouraged to work in groups and to
present their ideas through their ‘preferred’ intelligences.

What is cooperative learning?
Cooperative learning is an instructional strategy in which small groups of
students work together to achieve a common goal. In doing so, they maximise
their own, and each other’s, learning.

Why use cooperative learning?
The roots of cooperative learning can be traced to John Dewey who emphasised that education should be used as a vehicle for teaching citizens to live
cooperatively in a social democracy.
More recently, studies conducted by Johnson and Johnson (1989) and Slavin
(1983) have found that cooperative learning is superior to more traditional
forms of instruction on critical thinking, self-esteem and racial/ethnic relations.
The research base supporting the use of cooperative learning shows that it
leads to:
• increased student achievement
• improved inter-group relations
• increased self-esteem
• better working relations with all types of people.
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A further reason for using cooperative learning in the classroom is the growing realisation that to survive and to thrive in the Information Age with its
associated ever-changing data combined with rapidly changing systems, our
students will require critical thinking and collaborative skills (Gibbs, 2001).
It has become very clear that the schools that were organised to serve the
Industrial Age, where people worked on individualised and repetitive tasks
without much influence over the end-product or service, no longer serve the
needs of our present student population.

What makes cooperative learning so successful?
Instinctively, we have always known that students learn more by being active
learners rather than simply watching and listening to their teachers. In other
words, we learn best by doing!
Researchers investigating why cooperative learning is so effective have suggested a wide range of theoretical models. According to Slavin (1995), these
fall into two main categories – motivation and cognition.

Motivation for learning
Motivational perspectives on cooperative learning focus primarily on the reward or goal structure under which students operate (Slavin, 1993). Deutsch
(1949) and Johnson & Johnson (1993) have identified three goal structures.
This means that there are three basic ways that students can interact in the
classroom. They can compete with each other, they can work on their own or
they can cooperate with each other.
Competitive learning
In competitive learning, students work against each other to achieve a
goal that only a few can attain. In competition, there is a negative interdependence meaning that students can obtain their goals if and only if other
students in the class fail to obtain their goals (Johnson & Johnson, 1989).
An interpersonal, competitive situation is characterised by negative goal
interdependence where one person wins and the others lose. Examples of
competitive learning include activities such as a spelling bee or finding the
answer to a maths problem.
Individual learning
In individual learning situations, students work alone to accomplish their
own goals. Therefore, students are independent of each other and their
work is evaluated based on an established criteria. Students perceive that
their success is not affected by the achievements or failure of others students (Deutsch, 1962).

6

©2006 Hawker Brownlow Education HB798X

Cooperative learning
From a motivational perspective Johnson & Johnson (1989) and Slavin
(1983) argue that cooperative learning creates a situation in which the only
way group members can attain their own personal goals is if the group is
successful. Therefore, to meet their personal goals, group members must
help their classmates and encourage their group members to exert maximum effort. In other words, rewarding groups based on group performance creates an interpersonal reward structure in which group members
will give or withhold social reinforcers (such as praise and encouragement)
in response to group mates’ task-related efforts (Slavin, 1983).

Cognitive learning
Whereas motivational theories emphasise the degree to which cooperative
goals change students’ incentives to do academic work, cognitive theories
emphasise the effects of working together. There are two major categories of
cognitive theories: developmental theories and cognitive elaboration theories.
Developmental theories
The fundamental assumption of developmental theories is that interaction
among children whilst working on appropriate tasks increases their mastery of critical concepts. Vygotsky (1978) describes the influence of collaborative activity on learning as follows: ‘Functions are first formed in the
collective in the form of relations among children and then become mental
functions for the individual.’ In his view, collaborative activity among children
promotes growth because children of similar ages are likely to be operating
within one another’s proximal zones of development.
Vygotsky defines the zone of proximal development as ‘the distance
between the actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving, and the level of potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers’.
According to Vygotsky, instruction in the zone of proximal development
awakens and puts in motion an entire series of internal processes of development. At first, these processes are possible only by interacting with those
surrounding the child and in collaboration with companions. Then, in the
internal course of development these processes eventually become the
internal property of the child (Wertsch, 1985).
Similarly, Piaget (1926) held that social-arbitrary knowledge (language, values, rules, morality and symbol systems such as reading and mathematics)
can be learned only in interaction with others.
More recently, Gibbs (2001) pointed out that it is the power of being included and valued by peers that actually motivates students to participate
in their own learning. In particular, Gibbs believes that positive expecta-
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tions and support from ones’ peers is crucial in students becoming excited
about their own learning.
Cognitive elaboration theories
Research in cognitive psychology has found that if information is to be
retained in memory, the learner must engage in some sort of cognitive
re-structuring, or elaboration of the material (Wittrock, 1978). For example, writing a summary of a lecture is a better study aid than simply taking
notes because the summary requires the student to reorganise the material and sort out what is important in it (Brown, Bransford, Ferrara and
Campione, 1983).
One of the most effective means of elaboration is explaining the material
to someone else. For example, Devin-Sheehan, Feldman and Allen (1976)
found that both the tutor and the protégé benefit from peer tutoring.
More recently, Dansereau (1988) found that college students working on
cooperative scripts learned technical material better than students working
alone. This mirrors the findings of Webb (1985) who discovered that the
students who gained the most from cooperative activities were those who
provided elaborated explanations to others.

Summary
The research undeniably supports the notion that cooperative learning leads
to increased student achievement and that it will prepare students for an
economy that requires critical thinking and collaborative skills. However, it
should also be stressed that students in the real-world will face situations
where all three patterns (competitive, individualistic and cooperative) will
operate. Therefore, it is important that they should learn to interact effectively
in each of these situations.
For example, Kagan (1994) does not advocate exclusively the use of cooperative learning methods, rather a healthy balance of competitive, individualistic
and cooperative classroom structures to prepare students for the full range
of social situations they are likely to encounter outside the classroom. Kagan
argues that it is hard to imagine a job today that does not involve some cooperation with other individuals and that lack of interpersonal skills is likely to
lead many individuals to lose their jobs.
Another powerful reason why students should have the opportunity to work
both cooperatively and individually is based on Gardner’s theory of Multiple
Intelligences (1999). Children need opportunities to develop both their interpersonal-social intelligence and their intrapersonal-intuitive intelligence. This
will help them to work with and understand others.
Therefore, given the reality of the job market and the fact that students learn
differently, schools need to include both cooperative and individual learning
experiences to enable students to develop their full potential.
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Activity 37: Dealing with bullying!
The most common issue teachers and students are facing in schools today is
bullying. It is important to consider the signs shown both by bullies and those
being bullied in order to help deal with the problem.
You will need the following tools:
• X or Y charts (pages 115–116)
• Venn diagram (page 112)
• My area of control: dealing with conflict (page 99)
• SOWC analysis (page 106)
• TREC (page 107)

Learning activities
• What do we mean when we say that someone is a bully? What are their
main characteristics?
• Complete an X or Y chart on a bully.
• What are the major characteristics of a victim?
• Complete an X or Y chart on a victim.
• Compare and contrast a bully and a victim using a Venn diagram.
• Is bullying still taking place at your school today?
• How many incidences have you witnessed when someone was being bullied? Did these incidences occur in the classroom, playground, home, shopping
centres, park, highways and/or in others areas?
• Complete the diagram titled My Area of Control: Dealing with Conflict.
• Carry out a SOWC analysis on the topic titled ‘How can we best deal with
bullying?’.
• Do we know what happens to children who were labelled as ‘bullies’ whilst
in school as they get older? Is there any available data?
• What about the victims? What happens to them as they leave school and
enter the workforce?
• Use TREC to calculate the cost of ‘bullying’ to our society. Although we may
be able to estimate the cost of bullying in terms of dollars and cents, how can
we estimate the cost of the psychological damage it causes? Carry out a class
discussion on this topic.

68
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Activity 39: Introducing magnetism to
young children
For this activity you will need the following materials:
• bar magnets
• iron filings
• 2 hula hoops
• large table (place it in the middle of the room)
• box full of small items (eg. paper clips, nuts, bolts, plastic pegs, scissors with
plastic handles and metal blades, and plastic name tags)
• Venn diagram (page 112)
• LDC (page 100)

Learning activities
• Hold a bar magnet in your hand, then move it close to the bar magnet that
is being held by another student until the two magnets either ‘touch’ (attract)
or push each other away (repel). This is best done on the floor.
• Class discussion – ‘What is happening and why?’
• Working in groups of two, place the two bar magnets on the floor near
each other. Then, a piece of paper is placed on top of the magnets. Now
sprinkle a small amount of iron filings on top of the paper.
• What happens when you move the paper from side to side?
• How far can you lift the paper before the iron filings no longer move? What
control this?
• Class discussion – ‘How can you explain what you have just seen?’
• The teacher has placed paper clips, nuts, bolts, plastic pegs, scissors with
plastic handles and metal blades, and plastic name tags on top of the table. In
addition, the teacher has placed on the floor two hula hoops overlapping one
another so that they form a Venn diagram. Whilst holding a bar magnet, each
child walks to the table that has been placed in the middle of the room. As
the child walks around the table, they decide which item to ‘touch’ with the
magnet. If the bar magnet ‘touches’ the item, then it is placed on the left side
of the Venn diagram. If the bar magnet does not ‘touch’, the item is placed on
the right side of the Venn diagram. This continues until there are no items left
on the table.
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• Class discussion – ‘What are you going to put in the middle of the two hula
hoops? Why?’
• When you go home this afternoon, look around your house, your parents’
car and your bike. Your job is to locate all the places that have small magnets.
Make a list to be shared with the class tomorrow.
• Reflect on this activity using an LDC thinking tool.
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