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What’s New?
Everything! For those of you who have read 
a prior edition of this book, you will fi nd 
everything changed. Our last major revision was 
a few decades ago. Since then, we have learned so 
much experimenting with and training teachers 
in cooperative learning that we had to completely 
revise this book. You will also fi nd new structures 
and the steps of old structures revised and 
improved. You will fi nd updated research and 
rationale.

We have new data showing the power 
of cooperative learning; we have a new 
understanding of why cooperative learning 
works, based on the explosion of new fi ndings 
about the brain. As teachers, we are the only 
profession that has as its mission to daily change 
brains. New discoveries about the brain have 
direct applications to what we do on a moment-
to-moment basis in our classrooms. You will fi nd 
this new edition replete with Brain Links. 

The organization of the book is transformed; no 
longer are structures nested under domains—we 
outgrew that as we discovered the structures were 
far more versatile than we originally 
thought. Rather, you will fi nd the 
structures all neatly organized in one 
place, easy to fi nd and use. To 
fi t in all the new content, we 
had to drop some of the old. 
What we dropped is what 
teachers have not been using; 
what we added are theory and 
methods that teachers are 
fi nding most useful. 

Back in 1980, I was 
begging schools to give 
me permission to conduct 
an experiment: to allow 
students to work together. 
Some were gracious 
enough to say yes. But they 

were cautious: “Try it in spelling.” They knew I 
couldn’t mess up their spelling curriculum too 
much! In those days, teachers were admonishing 
students to “Keep your eyes on your own paper.” 
Looking at someone else’s paper was considered 
cheating. Today, we are admonishing students 
to “Keep your eyes on your partner’s paper.” 
Looking at someone else’s paper is the fi rst 
step toward tutoring. Traditional methods set 
students one against another in competitive 
battles for the teacher’s approval and for the best 
grades. Cooperative methods set students on the 
same side, encouraging, tutoring, and liking each 
other. Social and ethnic relations are transformed 
while achievement soars.

We are proud to offer the most comprehensive 
and useful book on cooperative learning ever 
written. We are certain it will help you take 
your next steps in making your classroom more 
engaging, and more successful. Applying the 
methods in this book, your students will learn 
more academically, like school and class more, 
feel more accepted and supported by their peers, 
acquire essential employability skills for fuller 
participation in the 21st century work world, and 

be prepared to live more fulfi lling lives. 
These are boastful claims. But 

they are offered 
humbly. We 
present in 
this new 
edition data 

that backs up 
those claims 

and humbles 
us. We are proud 

to be part of a 
process that is 

transforming 
education. We 
thank you for 
joining us in 

this process!
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1 Frequent Questions
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There are two false assumptions embedded in 
this question! The assumptions among too many 
educators are 1) we need more direct instruction 
if we are to boost test scores; and 2) cooperative 
learning is somehow antithetical to direct 
instruction. 

To correct the misconception that more 
direct instruction will boost achievement 
and test scores, we need only look 
at the hard data. In their summary 
of various meta-analyses of nearly a 
thousand research studies, Marzano and 
associates1 found dramatic increases in 
achievement to the extent teachers used 
cooperative learning. We present and 
analyze this and other achievement data 
in Chapter 3: What Does the Research 
Say?

To correct the idea that cooperative 
learning is antithetical to direct instruction, 
we need only look at how cooperative learning 
structures are actually used by experienced 
teachers. The most frequent use of cooperative 
learning structures is to have students refl ect on 
or review ideas presented in direct instruction 
or to practice skills presented in direct 
instruction. For example, the teacher has used 
direct instruction to defi ne and give examples 
of literary techniques. Following the direct 
instruction, the teacher may have students pair 
up to do a RallyRobin, taking turns pointing out 
and naming literary techniques in a poem they 
are analyzing. Or the teacher may use Sage-N-
Scribe or one of the other mastery structures to 
have students coach each other as they recognize 
or produce literary techniques. Cooperative 

learning complements rather 
than replaces direct instruction; 
it is used to cement learning that 
occurs via direct instruction. 

When learning depends on expert presentation 
of information or skills, cooperative learning 
without direct instruction can be the blind 
leading the blind. However, direct 
instruction with no cooperative learning 
can be information in one ear and out 
the other!

If  we want to cover as much curriculum as 
possible, we need to stand in front of our class, 
talk fast, and allow no interruptions, student 
questions, or student discussion. We will cover 
the most curriculum possible that way, but 
students will understand, enjoy, and retain little.

The goal of covering the curriculum is noble 
only if it includes teaching with understanding 
and appreciation. And if we want our students 
to understand and appreciate our curriculum, 
we need to stop talking on a regular basis and let 
them talk. It is through student discourse and 
the interaction of different ideas that students 
construct meaning. Often it is through peer 
tutoring and coaching that skills are cemented. 

Boosting Achievement

 There is pressure to 
boost achievement. 
How does cooperative 
learning align with direct instruction 
and the need to boost test scores?
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There is a lot of pressure to 
cover the curriculum. How 
can I cover the curriculum 
if I allow time for student 
discussions, teambuilding, classbuilding, 
and even silly sport energizers?
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Cooperative Learning?
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• The Four 
Crises 2.1

• 1: Achievement 2.2
• 2: Achievement Gap 2.3
• 3: Race Relations 2.5
• 4: Social Skills 2.6

We are facing 
four interrelated 

crises in education, 
each of which is 
becoming more 

intense. Cooperative 
learning provides 

our best response to 
these four crises. 

It is not an exaggeration to say 

we face four major crises in 

our society that we as educators 

must address. Each of these crises 

is best addressed by frequent 

use of cooperative learning in our 

classrooms. In this chapter, we will 
describe and explain the four crises in some 
depth; in the chapter that follows we will describe the 
research that supports the claim that cooperative learning 
provides our best response to each of the crises.

The Four Crises
We are facing four interrelated crises in education, each of which 
is becoming more intense because of changes in economics, 
urbanization, migration, differential birth rates, culture, 
socialization, and technology. What are these major challenges? The  
table below summarizes the four crises.

It may seem overblown, or even a bit apocalyptic, to say we are at the 
intersection of four intensifying crises in education. Nevertheless, 
a calm evaluation of the evidence supports the conclusion that 
education is facing crisis-magnitude challenges. Let’s examine the 
four crises.

The Four Crises

1 The Achievement Crisis 
Academic performance in the 
United States is failing compared 
to other leading nations.

The Achievement Gap Crisis  
Academic outcomes are 
inequitable for different races and 
socioeconomic classes.

The Race Relations Crisis 
Racial tensions and discrimination 
create roadblocks to social 
harmony and justice.

The Social Skills Crisis 
Students increasingly lack 
essential character virtues and 
social skills.
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Students are instructed in how best to coach. For 
example, they learn that telling an answer is poor 
coaching; but showing how to get an answer is 
good coaching. After the team has successfully 
completed some problems, and is sure all 
teammates can solve that type of problem, they 
break into two pairs and the partners each in 
turn do a problem like the one that was solved 
as a team. Finally, students perform similar 
problems alone, applying what they learned fi rst 
as a team and then during pair work. Students, 
who initially could not do the problems alone, 
now can. They have advanced their Zone of 
Proximal Development due to the coaching 
(mediation) embedded in the structure. Other 
structures, such as RallyCoach, Pairs Check, Sage-
N-Scribe, Showdown, and Numbered Heads 
Together, also provide ample opportunities for 
coaching. Students are motivated to help their 
teammates succeed, so they adjust their input to 
the learning needs of their teammates, teaching 
them in their Zone of Proximal Development. 
Thus a far greater percent of students receive 
input in the Zone of Proximal Development 
when cooperative learning structures are 
implemented than during the traditional 
approach. Vygotsky’s theory provides a very 
strong theoretical foundation for cooperative 
learning.5

4. Brain-Based 
Learning Theory
Brain science is now 
advanced to the point 
that we can with say with 
certainty that some ways of 
teaching align how the brain best 
learns and others do not. When we teach the way 
the brain best learns, teaching is easier and more 
enjoyable, students attend with more interest; 
they retain more, and like class, the teacher, and 
learning more. Teaching the way the brain best 
learns is like swimming with rather than against 
the current. 

There are a number of ways cooperative learning 
compared to traditional teaching better aligns 
classrooms with how brains best learn. Every 
major expert in brain-based learning calls for 
cooperative learning. A full discussion of all 
the ways cooperative learning is brain-friendly 
is beyond the scope of this chapter. We will, 
however, touch on fi ve of the most important 
principles of brain-based instruction and 
how they link to cooperative learning: safety, 
nourishment, social interaction, emotion, and 
information processing.

Safety
In the center of the limbic system of the brain 
are two almond-shaped structures, the left and 
right amygdales. Among other functions, the 
amygdales function as threat sensors. When there 
is a threat in the environment, the amygdales fi re 
at an accelerated rate, which sets off a cascade of 
reactions including the release of stress hormones 
including Cortisol and ACTH. Stress hormones 
interfere with hippocampus functioning so we do 
not lay down new memories effi ciently. Our body 
tenses in preparation for fi ght or fl ight. Blood 
lactate increases and we feel anxious. In that state, 
we have constricted cognition and perception. 
Anyone taking a very important exam who has 
felt too anxious to think clearly has experienced 
the effect of those threat sensors fi ring.

Active brain imaging demonstrates the right 
amygdala fi res more when we view an angry 
or frightened face; the left amygdala fi res more 
when we hear a threatening sound or tone of 
voice. The amygdales fi re more when we see the 
face of a stranger than a friend; more when we 
see the face of a person from an out-group than 
part of our in-group. Whenever the amygdales 

b

y

of 

Brain LinkBrain Link

The Power of Social Learning

Every function in 
the child’s cultural 
development 
appears twice: 
fi rst, on the social 
level, and later, on 
the individual level; 
fi rst, between people 
(interpsychological) and then inside the child 
(intrapsychological). This applies equally to 
voluntary attention, to logical memory, and 
to the formation of concepts. All the higher 
functions originate as actual relationships 
between individuals.6

—Lev Semenovich Vygotsky
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Find Someone Who
Students circulate through the classroom, 
forming and reforming pairs, trying to “fi nd someone who” 
knows an answer, then they become “someone who knows.”

Partner A checks and initials the answer.

Partners shake hands, part, and raise a hand as they 
search for a new partner.

Students repeat Steps 1–6 until their worksheets are 
complete.

When their worksheets are complete, students sit 
down; seated students may be approached by others 
as a resource.

In teams, students compare answers; if there is dis-
agreement or uncertainty, they raise four hands 
to ask a team question.

1 

2 

3 

Setup: The teacher prepares a worksheet or
questions for students. 

Students mix in the class, keeping a hand raised until 
they fi nd a partner that is not a teammate.

In pairs, Partner A asks a question from the work-
sheet; Partner B responds. Partner A records the 
answer on his or her own worksheet and expresses 
appreciation. 

Partner B checks and initials the answer.
 
Partner B asks a question; Partner A responds. Partner 
B records the answer on his or her own worksheet 
and expresses appreciation. 
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Find-the-Fiction
Students write three statements and read them to teammates. 
Teammates try to “fi nd” which of the three statements is the “fi ction.” 

Students celebrate: The standing student congratu-
lates teammates who guessed correctly. Teammates 
who were fooled congratulate the standing student.

The next teammate stands to share. The process
is repeated. 

Variations 
Class Find-the-Fiction. Find-the-Fiction may be 
played with the whole class. The teacher or a student 
may attempt to outwit the whole class.
Fact-or-Fiction. Fact-or-Fiction is a variation of Find-
the-Fiction, also used on an occasional basis to spice 
up a review. In Fact-or-Fiction, students state either 
a true or false statement and it is up to teammates to 
decide if the statement is either a fact or fi ction. Fact-
or-Fiction is easier for young students because they 
only need to deal with one statement at a time.
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2 
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Teammates each write three statements: two true, one 
false, attempting to trick their teammates.

One student on each team stands, and reads his/her 
statements to teammates.

Without consulting teammates, each student writes 
down his/her own best guess which statement is false.

Teammates RoundRobin and defend their “best 
guess.” (Note: Teacher may or may not ask teams to 
attempt to reach consensus.)

Teammates announce their guess(es). 

The standing student announces the false statement.
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