Cooperative Learning

Category:  Grouping 

Grade Level:  All levels 

1. What is the purpose of Cooperative Learning? 

Grouping students for instructional purposes fosters a collaborative rather than competitive or individualistic environment. Group learning builds on students' strengths. It allows for social interaction while developing problem solving and consultation skills. 

2. With whom can it be used? 

Cooperative learning can be used with any grade, in any subject area. It is also an integration strategy for students with special needs and students for whom English is a second language. 

3. What teaching procedures should be used with cooperative learning? 

There are many variants to grouping students. Students can be grouped by age, sex, ability, interest, and personal or teacher choice. Teachers are encouraged to vary the structure and purpose of groups throughout the school year. 

For students with special needs, groups become a support system both socially and academically. Membership in a group can create social ties which go beyond the classroom. Grouping or pairing academically fragile students with non-handicapped peers has proven to be beneficial to both. 

Cooperative group learning occurs when a group of students work together to perform a task. Cooperative group members may have pre-assigned roles. These may include: a recorder to write down ideas discussed; a presenter who reports the ideas to the class; a materials manager who may take of charge of equipment such as the tape recorder or science apparatus; and an encourager who keeps everyone on task. Each member plays a vital part in the accomplishment of the task, which would not be completed if any member failed to perform. Cooperative tasks are highly structured and there are many levels and styles of groups. Both teachers and students need to be trained in the skills necessary for success. 

One model of cooperative grouping is called jigsaw. In this model, students are members of a "home group" that have mixed ability.  Members of  “home groups” have a major task or puzzle assigned (e.g., exploring how animals deal with winter).  Some brainstorming and preliminary work is accomplished in the home groups. For more detailed study, the members of the home groups split up into “exploration groups”. The “exploration groups” are comprised of one member of each home group. The exploration groups would be students of similar ability. Members of “exploration groups” become experts on one aspect of the larger task.  In the example cited, one exploration group may study hibernation while another may study body changes. A third group might study animals which help humans in the winter and a fourth, migration. Once the material has been learned, students return to their home groups and teach what they have learned to the other group members. At the end of the exercise, the students will have the all the necessary information or pieces of the puzzle, in this case about animals and winter. 

4. In what types of settings should Cooperative Learning be used? 

Cooperative learning is a teaching and management tool which is applicable in most general education settings.  It can also be used in special education classes that have six or students.

5. To what extent has research shown Cooperative Learning to be useful? 

Research strongly favors group learning particularly for students with special needs in general education classrooms.  Social benefits have been noted for all students involved in group learning. Cooperative group learning places handicapped students in an interactive academic situation with non-handicapped peers. This has been shown to motivate, raise self-esteem and develop social skills.  The literature is divided concerning the issue of achievement. Some investigators argue that cooperative learning fosters higher level thinking and language development while others cite achievement gains as inconclusive. Research favors the buddy system.  Students with disabilities and teachers benefited from pairing students. Students could take questions and concerns to buddies who monitored and reinforced them. With peer tutoring, it has been shown that academic gain is achieved by both the tutor and tutee. 
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