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Thanks for coming… who are you?

1. What country are you working in?

2. How many years of teaching experience do you 
have? 

3. What’s your (main) teaching context? 
a) primary / young learners (learners 10 or younger)

b) secondary / teens (11-18)
c) tertiary or adult 

4. Why did you come?
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Aims

•To reflect on and develop our understanding of what 
cooperative learning is, and the theory of learning 
behind it

•To become familiar with a range of cooperative 
learning activities and strategies

•To review the research evidence for cooperative 
learning
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Do ‘cooperative learning’ and 
‘collaborative learning’ mean the 
same thing? 
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‘cooperative’ and ‘collaborative’ –
what’s the difference? 
•both are underpinned by a belief that learners can and 

should learn from each other, not just the teacher.

• ‘collaboration’ or ‘collaborative learning’ refers simply 
to how we might do an activity: in pairs or groups. 

• ‘cooperative learning’ was an important methodological 
movement in mainstream education: it has historical 
roots, principles and extensive research evidence 
supporting it.
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Where does cooperative learning 
come from? 
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A brief history of cooperative learning

• Cooperative learning evolved in mainstream education in the USA, 
reaching its peak of popularity in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

• It has roots in the work of educator John Dewey, and psychologists 
Kurt Lewin and Morton Deutsch.

• It became prominent in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, after desegregation in the 
USA, when teachers looked for ways to 
integrate and build rapport among 
previously segregated groups with very 
different prior educational experiences 
in the same classroom (Anderson 2019). 

• As such, it is a methodology developed in and for heterogenous
classes. 
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What kinds of problems do you 
have with groupwork and/or 
pairwork? 
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Key principles of cooperative learning

• Positive interdependence: For an activity to be truly cooperative, 
learners must work as a team, not in competition with each other 
(although inter-team competition is recognised by some cooperative 
writers as acceptable). 

• Individual accountability: Group success depends on contributions 
from all group members, making each learner accountable for their 
own learning and the success of the group. 
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Why are these 
principles 

important? 



What kinds of cooperative learning 
activities do you do in your 
classroom? 
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‘Communicative language teaching’ activities 
that have their origins in cooperative learning

1. Jigsaw reading / listening tasks

2. Information gap activities

3. Describe and draw

4. Onion ring discussions

5. Find someone who

What was lost when CLT 
imported these activities?
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‘Classic’ cooperative learning activities

• Jigsaw: Each student in the group gets a (short) text.
They can’t show it to each other, but must summarise
the content. This enables them to complete a task.
•Student team achievement division (STAD): (Slavin,

1995) Lesson framework with five stages:
1. teacher presentation (of lesson content);
2. teamwork in which homegroups check that they all

understood the presentation;
3. individual quiz to check what students have learnt;
4. individual improvement scores;
5. team recognition, through praise, mention in a

newsletter, or, sometimes, rewards.
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Student team achievement 
division (STAD): (Slavin, 1995) 
Lesson framework with five stages: 

1. teacher presentation (of lesson
content);

2. teamwork in which
homegroups check that they all
understood the presentation;

3. individual quiz to check what
students have learnt;

4. individual improvement scores;
5. team recognition, through

praise, mention in a newsletter,
or, sometimes, rewards.
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Example: different texts about people’s work

Cooperative and uncooperative jigsaws!

Cooperative 
questions?
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Example: different texts about people’s work

Cooperative and uncooperative jigsaws!

Not very 
cooperative!
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Example: different texts about people’s work

Cooperative and uncooperative jigsaws!

Cooperative 
questions!

Uncooperative 
questions!
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Example: different texts about people’s work

Cooperative and uncooperative jigsaws!



Text division jigsaw
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How could we make a 
storytelling jigsaw cooperative?

‘Synthesis’ question: 
What is the correct order for 
your 3 extracts?



Add an 
information 

gap

How to make 
a discussion 
activity 
cooperative?
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What group sizes work best in your 
classrooms? 
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Groups in cooperative learning

• ‘Home groups’ or ‘base groups’ The most typical
format for cooperative learning is small, stable,
heterogenous home groups of 4-5 learners (e.g.,
Kagan & Kagan 2009). Learners do the majority of
groupwork in home groups.

• ‘Expert groups’ Homogenous grouping (e.g. of similar
academic ability) for learners to interact with new
content, complete exercises, etc.

• Individual work and pairwork are also important.
Both of these can happen (usually) within home
groups.
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Research evidence: How do we know cooperative 
learning works?

• Over 1,200 studies have been conducted on it (Johnson & Johnson,
2009)

• John Hattie’s meta-analysis (2008) noted: “There seems a universal
agreement that cooperative learning is effective…” and his and
Marzano’s (1998) meta-analyses, drawing on over 1,000 separate
studies scored it 0.41-0.59 and 0.73 in effect size respectively, among
the highest effect sizes noted for teaching approaches by both
authors.

• Some ‘anecdotal’ reports of the positive impact of cooperative
learning from a range of English language learning contexts around
the world (e.g., Ning 2010, Panhwar 2016).

But…

• Over 90% of the 156 studies that Johnson et al. (2000) included in
their meta-analysis were conducted in North America.
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Delta Publishing – Ideas in Action

Titles in the series aim to bring together the 
theory and the practice of specific approaches, 
methods or principles:
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Delta Publishing – Ideas in Action

Titles in the series aim to bring together the 
theory and the practice of specific approaches, 
methods or principles:
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• Activities for cooperative
learning

• Activities for task-based
learning

In the pipeline:
• Activities for alternative

assessment
• Activities for inclusive

language teaching
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Implementing cooperative learning
• Start gradually: Choose an activity that you like and try it out with a 

‘favourite’ class.  

• Prepare the learners: First time, explain carefully to your students what 
you’re going to do, and what you expect from them (in L1 if necessary). 
Explain why you think it will be useful.

• Choose and adapt materials as required: Search for ‘cooperative’ and 
‘jigsaw’ activities online. Change the length, vocabulary, difficulty, etc. 
to suit your learners. 

• Keep groups simple to start with: Try pairwork first, or convenience 
grouping. When you feel it’s working, then try creating stable ‘home 
groups’

• Manage noise and language choice patiently: Especially in large 
classes, noise levels will increase. If learners really enjoy it, they may 
use L1 alongside or instead of English. Manage each group separately. 
Praise groups who do it well at the end of the activity, and gently 
encourage more use of English each time you do it (e.g. with rewards).
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Tools and strategies for cooperative learning

•Random nomination

•Think, pair, share

•Pass the pen

•Mini-whiteboards

•Padlet
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