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Chapter 3: Teaching methods and classroom management

3.2 Deconstructing jigsaw activities

Jason Anderson University of Warwick, UK

A jigsaw can be defined as a cooperative information gap activity with two stages. The
initial input stage involves input of (usually textual) information, with learners access-
ing different information to create an information gap. The second communication
stage involves communication of that information to each other in pairs or groups for
a range of purposes. Most popular in communicative language teaching (CLT) are
reading jigsaws, although many other types are possible (see below).

The origins of jigsaw
Despite being one of the most popular activity types in CLT, jigsaw originated in
the mainstream cooperative learning movement in the USA, when psychologist Eliot
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Aronson and colleagues (e.g. Aronson ez al. 1978) were asked to help school authori-
ties in Austin, Texas to reduce conflict and improve relations between children of dif-
ferent racial backgrounds during the period of desegregation in 1971. Their solution
was ‘The jigsaw classroom’, a learning environment in which learners both depend on
each other (known as positive interdependence) and take responsibility for their own
contributions (known as individual accountability), meaning that each member of a
group had to contribute for the group as a whole to succeed.

Jigsaw in language teaching

Jigsaw entered CLT in the late 1970s through Geddes and Sturtridge’s listening
jigsaws (1979), although it was reading jigsaws that were to catch on during the
1980s; these were made popular by the OUP Headway series, and are still common
in coursebooks today. As they were seen primarily as a means for skills practice in lan-
guage teaching, important aspects of the original jigsaw activities were lost, including
the principles of positive interdependence and individual accountability, the potential
of jigsaws for helping students to learn declarative content (e.g. lexis and grammar)
and the opportunities they provide for a focus on higher-order thinking skills.

Another often neglected feature of jigsaws is their ability to support differentiation
through the use of same-ability ‘expert groups’ during the inpur stage, when groups
receive texts matched to their ability level, and mixed-ability ‘home groups” during
the communication stage, when learners work together to foster peer understanding.
This highlights another often overlooked attribute of Aronson’s original model; the
potential for peer teaching. As CLT around the world moves increasingly into sec-
ondary and primary classrooms, I suggest that a renewed focus on these features can
improve the efficacy of jigsaw activities, alongside the typical advantages perceived
in language teaching (e.g. integrated skills practice, noticing, pushed output and
negotiation of meaning).

Improving traditional reading jigsaws through synthesis questions

To improve the efficacy of reading jigsaws, typical comprehension questions can
be supplemented with synthesis questions that encourage more detailed comparison,
evaluation and synthesis of the texts during the communication stage of the activity.
For example, if learners have just read three texts describing different jobs, rather than
asking, “What are his/her responsibilities?’, a synthesis question would ask: “Who has
the most responsibility, and why?’

New ideas for jigsaw activities

In grammar jigsaws (Anderson 2019), expert groups work together to revise their
knowledge of different areas of related grammar (e.g. past simple tense in one group,
past continuous in another, and time expressions in another), and then get together
in home groups to write a story using their combined revised knowledge during the
communication stage.

Translingual jigsaws (Anderson 2019) work particularly well in multilingual classes
where learners have their own devices (e.g. mobile phones) and access to the internet.
Groups of students with different first languages access the same news story (usually
chosen by the teacher), but using websites presenting the story in their own language.
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They use a mediating language, such as English, to notice, discuss and evaluate differ-
ences in how the story is presented, what images and text is used in the headlines, and
then go on to create their own version of the story that draws on all the perspectives
they have accessed.

Finally, whole class jigsaws involve learners in classes of any size receiving brief facts
from a story, after which they mingle to share these facts. Learners then congregate
in home groups to try to create a story from all the facts they have acquired. Even
if a group only has part of the original story, they can draw upon their combined
creativity to complete the story, which can then be compared with stories created by
other groups.

While jigsaw activities can be made effective in a variety of class types, critical
evaluation of the ideas presented here is always encouraged; what works in my class-
room may not work in yours!

jasonanderson1@gmail.com
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