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Foreword

Foreword
by Spencer Kagan

Two Needs of a Nation
Julie High’s book appears to be a simple
collection of do-tomorrow activities.  Her
book, however is much more.  At root, the
book addresses two fundamental needs of
any society:  The need to educate all of its
citizens to the fullest, and the need to opti-
mize relations with other nations.  Lack of
effective second language acquisition pro-
grams in the United States (as well as in
other countries) stand squarely in the way
of meeting both needs. In the United States,
legal and illegal immigration is presenting
us with increasing numbers of non-English
speaking and very limited English profi-
cient students.

For these immigrants and their children,
the activities in Julie’s book are essential if
they are to become fully productive mem-
bers of the society.  English is the key which
opens the door to the rest of the curricu-
lum. Without it, large segments of our
population are relegated to a life of unreal-
ized potential.

But Julie’s book is not just for our immi-
grants; it is for the mainstream, fluent En-
glish proficient population as well.  The
world is changing.  We are entering the 21st
Century.  When historians look back at the

21st Century, they will see it as the time
when the world of independent nation-
states dissolved.  Economics and technol-
ogy are fast creating an interdependent
global village in which the knowledge of
several languages will be a necessity for the
average person wishing to maximize his/
her potential. A multilingual population is
a necessity, if for no other reason, than for
our economic survival in the world of na-
tions.

A multilingual population is not a difficult
goal.  It only seems like a distant goal to a
nation in which almost 90% of the students
who pass their foreign language classes
never reach true fluency.  It seems a diffi-
cult goal to a nation which for years has
settled on ineffective second language teach-
ing methods.  Most of us struggled through
our French, or German, or Spanish classes
to graduate with more frustration than
fluency.  So the task of creating a multilin-
gual nation seems forbidding.  But con-
sider this:  Most small children exposed to
a second or even third language will ac-
quire those languages in short order, with-
out exceptional effort.  We   can easily have
a multilingual population if only we apply
the same principles of language acquisition
children automatically apply when learn-
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ing their first language.  We have failed our
students, not because the task is too hard,
but because we have approached the task
with the wrong tools.  We need to turn
around our approach to teaching a second
language.  And the revolution has begun.

Cooperative Learning and
the Language Acquisition
Revolution
We are undergoing a transformation in
how we teach our students a second lan-
guage.  The traditional methods failed.  Yes,
we got the students to memorize vocabu-
lary words and conjugations, and to give
them back successfully on a weekly test.
But no, we never produced fluency in the
target language.  Why not?  Because memo-
rizing conjugations and grammar struc-
tures produces at best some knowledge about
a language.  Knowledge about a language is
very different from acquiring the language.

Think about skiing.  Reading books about
skiing gives us knowledge about skiing, but
books alone do not prepare us to ski steep
slopes. Just as we learn to ski by skiing, we
learn to speak by speaking.  Memorizing
grammar rules has little to  do with learning
to speak fluently in conversation. Fluency
in a language is acquired in the repeated
process of negotiating meaning in the con-
text of supportive social interactions.

Elizabeth Cohen and her colleagues at
Stanford University discovered something
quite fascinating while researching the ef-
fects of Descubrimiento, a bilingual math/
science cooperative learning program. The
program provides no direct instruction in
English.  It does provide math/science ex-
periments for students to conduct, and has
students discuss what they are to do before
conducting each experiment.  Materials
are provided in Spanish and English and

Foreword

students are encouraged to negotiate mean-
ing in any language which will foster un-
derstanding.

A fascinating discovery in the research oc-
curred when looking at outcomes for stu-
dents limited in English proficiency. The
students, as expected, learned far more
about math and science than students who
did not participate in the cooperative learn-
ing program.  The unexpected finding was
that in terms of grade-equivalent gains, the
students showed greater gains in English
language proficiency than in math/science!
With no formal language acquisition pro-
gram, these students were showing remark-
able gains in a second language.  It turns
out that a sure road to language learning is
to structure social interaction to maximize
the need to communicate in the target lan-
guage.  This communicative approach
works far better than having students spend
hours in formal instruction in vocabulary
and language mechanics.

Why Cooperative Learning
Fosters Language
Acquisition?
As simple as the activities in Julie’s book
appear, they are firmly rooted in language
acquisition theory.  When we are imple-
menting the cooperative learning activities
Julie provides, we are putting into practice
five fundamental principles of  language
acquisition theory.

1. Maximizing Language Output:
The Simultaneity Principle
We learn to speak by speaking.  Students
learn to speak in proportion to the extent
to which they actually speak the target lan-
guage.  And Cooperative Learning, by
implementing the simultaneity principle,
maximizes student language production.
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Foundations:
Language Learning

through Cooperative Learning

Introduction

This book provides tools for those wishing
to take a cooperative communicative ap-
proach to foreign language/ESL instruc-
tion.  The teaching of foreign language has
dramatically changed in the United States,
especially since large numbers of immi-
grants have recently made many of our
schools multilingual environments.  The
current emphasis in language learning is
providing a communicative context - to
foster communication with others about
topics of interest or concern.  The teacher is
challenged to involve real concerns and
details of daily life from the experiences of
current students, rather than relying on the
artificial experiences of textbook families.

If the primary goal is communication about
important and personal themes, the par-
ticipation of foreign language students in
traditional sequential class activities is in-
adequate.  The application of Spencer
Kagan's Structural Approach to Coopera-
tive Learning with its basic principle of
simultaneous learning is the most appro-
priate class activity system to facilitate stu-
dent opportunity for mastery.

Only when students are given a variety of
opportunities to practice listening and
speaking with others can they develop mas-

tery with communication tasks.  Suppose,
for example, that the teacher asks a ques-
tion in the target language to which most of
the students know the answer.  When s/he
calls on one student in 30 to give the an-
swer, 29 others are actually prevented from
responding.  Imagine then that instead the
teacher asks the same question, gives the
students a moment to think, and then has
them pair up and share their answers.  In
this second case, the entire class has the
same few seconds to speak that previously
were given to only one student.  Addition-
ally, the affective filter that prevents many
students from risking a wrong answer in
front of the whole class is offset, and a
student who isn't sure can immediately
hear the correct response modeled in the
team where s/he can rehearse the answer
with little embarrassment.

In a foreign language class, more than in
other classes, the true nature of the lan-
guage arts becomes clear.  Listening, speak-
ing, reading and writing are developmental
skills that are naturally mastered in se-
quence.  Language learners understand
more of what is said to them than they can
say in return, and can read with compre-
hension more than they can write.  Writing
correctly demonstrates achievement of
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Introduction

mastery with the principles of the gram-
mar, vocabulary, and mechanics of lan-
guage. Because exposure, practice and feed-
back provide the experiences that increase
these skills, then the Structural Approach
to Cooperative Learning fosters language
acquisition.  The structures create addi-
tional student involvement and the poten-
tial for mastery.

This book is designed to be used by foreign
language and English as a Second Language
teachers who want to incorporate Coop-
erative Learning structures into their teach-
ing. It is organized to be a useful quick
reference as well as an extensive planning
guide for teachers.  Activities are organized
so that they can be easily integrated into
existing lessons.  Teachers can try one ac-
tivity or sequence several in a lesson.

Chapter 1 — Structures
introduces and de-
scribes all the struc-
tures referred to in
subsequent chapters.
The structures are
presented in alpha-
betical order for easy
reference, and examples of how to use the
structures accompany each.

Chapter 2 — Roles suggests
taking class time to teach stu-
dents social skills they will need
to succeed in cooperative learn-
ing activities.  By teaching, mod-
eling, and reinforcing social roles
and gambits, we can prepare

students to behave cooperatively in the
classroom as well as in the community.

Chapter 3 — Getting to Know You de-
scribes cooperative learning activities to be
used in the introductory phase of every
language classroom.  The Class-
building and Teambuilding ac-
tivities suggested will foster a
sense of belonging and begin
to reduce student anxiety
about taking risks inherent
in self-expression.

Chapter 4 — Making Words Mine rec-
ommends many activities that
can structure vocabulary
learning cooperatively.  Stu-
dents acquire vocabulary with
greater ease when can use it in
communicative contexts and
have the same words modelled
for them by others.

Chapter 5 — Guided Grammar Experi-
ence suggests many ways to use coopera-
tive learning structures when
students are learning to com-
prehend and apply grammati-
cal conventions.© H
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