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Are We Giving

Cooperative Learning

Enough Attention

in Preservice Teacher Education?

By M. Jean Bouas

John |. Goodlad’' s (1990) 10th postul ate among the 19 he considers important
for creating quality teacher education programs is a call for teacher educators to
model best practicesin their classrooms. Cooperative learning is a practice (teach-
ing strategy) that hasbeen found to enhance student achi evement, encourage posi-
tive self-esteem, and facilitate growth in social interaction skills (Johnson &
Johnson, 1991; Kagan, 1989/90; Slavin, 1991). In light of the volume of research
based findings regarding the benefits realized as a result of cooperative learning
(Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 1991; Kagan, 1989/91, Sharan & Sharan, 1989/90;
Slavin 1989/90, 1991), it seems logical to expect cooperative learning to be both

exemplified and taught in teacher education pro-

I grams.

M. Jean Bouasisa David and Roger Johnson (1985) claimed that
professor in the despitethedocumented effectivenessof cooperative
Department of Curriculum  |earning, this teaching strategy received little atten-
andInstructionat tion in teacher education. Lawrence Lyman and
NorthwestMissouri State  Harvey Foyle (1990) declared that it was “...lamen-
University, Maryville. table that there are still colleges of education that
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graduateteachersand principal swho are not equipped with the skillsnecessary for
effective collaboration and cooperation” (p. 12). They insisted that the skills
necessary to implement interactive methods such as cooperative learning be
included in every teacher education program. Allan Glatthorn (1993) cautioned
beginning teachersthat aprerequisiteto the successful implementation of coopera-
tive learning was systematic instruction about this complex model. If future
teachers are to make positive use of cooperative learning, they need to know what
itis, recognizethevalue of the strategy for their students and have knowledge and
skill to plan cooperative learning activities. Therefore, teacher educators face the
challenge of how best to insurethat preserviceteachersacquirethe knowledgeand
skill to enable them to implement cooperative learning and at the same time
influence them to want to learn to use the model.

Purpose of the Study

Theintent of this study was to examine the effect instruction about and parti-
cipation in group work/cooperative learning in three preservice teacher education
methods classes had on future teachers' attitudes toward, knowledge about aca-
demic and socia benefits related to, and pedagogical competence to organize
classrooms for group work/cooperative learning. Professors at the midwestern
university where the study was conducted spoke positively about cooperative
learning and group work. They often used the terms interchangeably. The re-
searcher felt the study would call attention to well intentioned but fragmented
instruction about group work that isthought of ascooperativelearning. Thefailure
to distinguish the two modes of collaborative work |eaves preservice teacherswith
avacuum regarding competence to implement effective cooperative learning. The
term cooperative learning was not distinguished from group work in order to an-
alyzethequality and quantity of instruction about and participationin collaborative
learning. It was felt that findings could provide insight about potential inservice/
staff development needs of the teacher educatorswith regard to cooperative learn-
ing. All four research questions, listed below, addressed this concern for clarity:

1. Did instruction about and experience with cooperative learning in preservice
methods classes positively influence preservice teacher’ attitudes toward this
model of teaching?

2. Did instruction about and experience with cooperative learning in preservice
methods classes positively influence subjects’ knowledge of the academic and
socia benefits of the model? (Academic benefits include higher achievement,
more on task behavior, increased retention, more frequent higher-level reasoning,
deeper-level understanding, critical thinking, and more positive attitude toward
school. Social benefits include the development of interpersonal communication
skills, tolerance, higher self-esteem, positive, trusting, accepting and supportive
relationships with peers regardiess of ethnicity, sex, ability, social class, or
handicaps.)
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3. After participating in one of the methods classes under consideration in this
study where there was instruction and discussion about and/or opportunity to
experience cooperative learning, what perceptions did preservice teachers have
regarding desire and knowledge to implement cooperative learning in their future
classrooms?

4. Attheend of their respectivestudent teaching experiences, what perceptionsdid
two student teachers have regarding desire and pedagogical competence to
organize and implement cooperative learning in their future classrooms?

Research Design

The research paradigm for this study was naturalistic and utilized both quali-
tative and quantitative methodol ogies. Four data sources were used: aresearcher-
designed pre-post Likert scale survey of attitudes/opinions toward cooperative
learning; aresearcher-designed pre-post true/fal setest of knowledge (see A ppendix
A) about academic and social benefits associated with cooperative learning; post-
classinterviews; andinterviewsconducted withtwo subjectsduringtheir respective
student teaching experiences. Thepre-post survey and pre-post true/fal setest were
administered to subjects enrolled in one of three methods classesin one academic
semester. A number of the subjects participated in post-class interviews and two
were interviewed three times each during their respective student teaching experi-
ences. The qualitative data obtained from interviews were triangulated with the
quantitative data (attitude/opinion survey and true/fal se test of knowledge regard-
ing cooperative learning).

A pilot study was done but no statistical datawas run on the true/fal se test or
the Likert scale survey. Both instruments, however, did have face and content
validity. According to Michael Quinn Patton (1982) face validly isapriority when
research results “...are aimed at getting simple and straightforward information
from participantsinaprogram...” (p. 153). Becausethetrue/falsetest and the Likert
scalewerebased onthecooperativelearning literature, theresearcher purportsthat
the instruments had content validity as defined by James McMillan and Sally
Schumacher (1984).

Inthisstudy, group work and cooperativelearning were considered as parall el
terms. Group work/cooperativelearning wasdefined for all subjectsat the outset of
data collection asfollows: An academic situation in which students are requested
or required to work with others on a specific task, goal, or set of materials. It might
beargued that thisdefinition defined group work and not cooperativelearning. The
distinguishing characteristics that, in the literature on cooperative learning, set
cooperative learning apart from group work were purposely not discussed or
included in the definition of group work/cooperative learning given to subjects at
the outset of the study. Thereason for not di stinguishing cooperativelearning from
group work was to avoid giving subjects information in the definition that might

influencetheir responses on the pre-post Likert scale opinion/attitude survey. The
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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true/false test of knowledge about group work/cooperative learning, or their
responsesin theinterviews.

Setting and Subjects

The setting for the study was the preservice teacher education program at a
regional midwestern university. Specifically, the study involved 53 elementary
education majors who were enrolled in one or more of the following three methods
classes in one academic semester: Teaching Language Arts in the Elementary
School, Teaching Reading in the Elementary School and/or Classroom Manage-
ment and Discipline. All of the subjects were volunteers. Course instructors were
providedwithacopy of thestudy abstract but had no accessto students’ individual
responses.

Fourteen subjects, with representation from all three methods classes, partici-
patedin post-classinterviews. Twocriteriawereused to sel ect subjectsfor theinter-
views. First, only those subjects who received a grade of B or better in the classes
were considered. Second, responses to the following survey item were used to
identify subjectswho had more positive attitudes toward cooperative learning and
subjectswho had | ess positive attitudes toward cooperativelearning: “I think I will
use cooperative learning as a teaching strategy very frequently.” Subjects who
responded to this item with a lower number (4 or below) and subjects who re-
sponded with a higher number were identified. The researcher drew three names
from each category from each class and contacted these preservice teachers by
phone to arrange atime for interviews. Fourteen agreed to be interviewed.

Two of the 14 subjectsinterviewed were followed into their respective semes-
ters of student teaching in order to examine their attitudes toward and use of
cooperative learning as student teachers. These two were interviewed three times
during the semester of student teaching. Subjects taught in one of the university
teacher education centers. The following four criteriawere used to select subjects
for the interviews during student teaching:

1. A positiveresponseinthepost-classinterview tothequestion: How doyouthink
you might use group work/cooperative learning? (The standard used to define
positive response was. Student provided no lessthan two examples of how sheor
he might use group work/cooperative learning.)

2. Students’ willingness to be interviewed during student teaching.

3. Academic strength of the students based on their active participation in the
methods classes observed as a part of this study and achievement of afinal grade
of “A” or “B” in the observed methods classes.

4. Field assignment classroom environments that were receptive to student
teachers' implementation of cooperative learning activities during the student
teaching experience. The researcher did not serve in an evaluative role for either
of the student teachers.
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Theresearcher observed every classsessioninall three methodsclassesunder
considerationinthisstudy during oneacademic semester toidentify what wasdone
in the classes that was related to group work/cooperative learning. Field notes
obtai ned from these observations reveal ed that instructors talked about, explained
or made reference to group work/cooperative learning viaora and printed commu-
nication. These oral explanations and suggestions made by instructors and the
printed handouts distributed were for the purpose of illuminating subjects’ under-
standing of group work/cooperative learning. Subjects also participated in group
work/cooperative learning activities in each of the three methods classes in the
study. In some of the activities, subjects were engaged in group work/cooperative
learning arrangementsfor very short periods of classtime (4 minutes) and in other
activities subjects engaged in group work/cooperative learning for longer periods
of classtime (30 minutes). The most frequently used type of group work/coopera-
tivelearning activity in the three methods classesinvolved subjectsin the prepara-
tion of a product to be turned in or in the preparation of oral responses that afew
groupswould berandomly called uponto shareat theend of agroupwork time. The
second most frequently used type of group work/cooperativelearning activity was
informal dialogue that involved students in clarifying information and discussing
or summarizing content. Role playing/simulation type activities were used in all
methodsclasses.

The characteristics of cooperative learning were not clearly delineated. In
some of the collaborative activities individual accountability and positiveinterde-
pendence were evident, e.g., group members were assigned roles or al group
members had to make aresponse. In other activities, studentsjust “got in groups’
to complete atask and no structure was arranged to insure cooperative effort.

Data Analysis

The pre-post Likert scale survey of attitudes/opinions and the pre-post true/
false test of knowledge were treated statistically. A dependent t-test was run on
individual attitude/opinion survey itemsto determinedegree of changein attitudes/
opinions from the beginning of the semester to the end of the semester of data
collection. A dependent t-test wasrun for each classon the pre-post true/fal se test
of knowledge to assess degree of composite change in preservice teachers
knowledge about academic and social benefits associated with cooperative learn-
ing. The qualitative dataobtained in the post-classinterviewswith 14 subjectsand
the data obtained from interviews conducted with two student teachers were
analyzed using an interpretive/descriptive analysis procedure (Tesch, 1990). The
researcher |looked for consistency in overall patterns or themes.

Data were triangulated. Triangulation was done to strengthen the validity of
findings. Findings are considered to be more credible when they are based on
analysis of data from different sources (Patton, 1980).
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Findings
Instruction about and experienceswith group work/cooperativelearninginthe
three methods classes appeared to have had apositive effect on subjects’ attitudes
toward and their knowledge about academic and social benefits related to group
work/cooperativelearning. Thefindingsprovideinsight into how instruction about
and experiences with group work/cooperative learning in three preservice teacher
education classes impacted subjects’ perceptions of their desire and pedagogical
competence to implement cooperative learning in their future classes.

Findings Related to Research Question #1

Attitude/Opinion Survey Data
Table 1 presentsthe pre- and post-mean scoresfor the language arts methods,
reading methods, and discipline and management classes. Table 2 presentsthe pre-
and post-mean differences for each class. All meansin all three classes moved in
apositivedirection with the exception of Items C, D, and J. Other than Item C, there
were only two survey items, A and H, with pre- or post-means below 5. The pre-
means on these items were not low. Means on both items moved in a positive
direction on the post-assessment. Items A and H were somewhat related. The fact
that themeanswerelower onthesetwoitemsthan any other itemsmay suggest that
subjects have trouble trusting group mates when working collaboratively.

Post-Class Interview Data
All 14 interviewees expressed that group work/cooperative learning in the
methods classes fostered the creation of a positive learning environment and all
subjects identified at least one academic or socia benefit derived from their
cooperativelearning experiencesinthemethodsclasses. Thebenefitsdescribedfell
into two main categories: academic outcomesand nurturant effects/social benefits.
Academic benefits identified by the subjects included higher grade achievement,
expansion of perspectives, and clarification/reinforcement of understanding.
Nurturant effects/social benefitsidentified included more person to person interac-
tion, creation of more enjoyable learning atmosphere, growth in self-confidence,
and emergence of more teamwork.

Student Teaching Interview Data

Both student teachers stated that |earners benefitted socially as a result of
cooperative learning. When children collaborate with peersin the classroom, they
practice communication skills. They shareideas, resolve differences, listen to one
another and learn to care about each other. The following quote is illustrative of
thoughts expressed by both student teachers regarding positive social outcomes
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Table 1

Data Summary:
Language Arts Methods, Reading Methods, and Discipline Management

Pre-Post Means
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Table 2
Composite Summary of Data—Attitude Survey

(differences)

related to cooperative learning:

When they areworking together and they disagree on an answer they haveto think
about how they can correct that answer or think about how they might usetheother
person’ sinformation and do it adifferent way to provethat it isright or wrong—
problem solving. Also, communication skills because some of them can’t express
themselves or they don’t want to. (STB2, p. 10)

Findings Related to Research Question #2

Findings from the four sets of data suggested that instruction about and
experience with group work/cooperative learning in methods classes positively
influenced subjects’ knowledge of academic and social benefits of the model.
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True/False Test Data

Thetest dealt with research based academi c and social benefitsassociatedwith

the cooperative learning model previously identified. Pre-means were not low but

post-means moved in a positive direction. At an alphalevel of .05, the post means
were significantly higher than pre-means.

Attitude/Opinion Survey Data

Items dealing with attitudes and opinions regarding academic and social

benefits moved in apositive direction with the exception of item Jin oneclass. Item

H, which dealt with learning to trust, had a post-mean below 5 in two classes. This

was the only item dealing with academic and social benefits that had a post-mean
below 5.

Post-Class Interview Data

Subjects described their own personal awareness of the academic and social

benefits of group work/cooperative learning as it was experienced in the methods

classes. Thefollowing quoterepresentsthetheme of commentsregarding academic
and social outcomes associated with cooperative learning groups:

Like when | was in school and was younger, we really didn’t do cooperative
learning. When you grow up, you go out into theworld and you find that you have
to work with other people and you have to get along with them and | feel that
cooperative learning doesthat; it hel ps peopl e see that you' re not independent—
that you do need other people to talk to or help you out. (PC6-26, p. 2-3)

Student Teaching Interview Data
Both student teachers stated that they observed positive social outcomesin
their field placement sitesas aresult of group work/cooperative learning activities.

Findings Related to Research Question #3

Attitude/Opinion Survey Data

Items D and E dealt with perceived competence and anticipated use of

cooperative learning in future classrooms. The pre-mean range on these two items

was 5.00-5.78 and the post-mean range was 5.30-6.10. Subjects seemed to feel a

moderate degree of confidence about their pedagogical competence to plan coop-

erativelearning activities. The post-meanson Item E suggested that subjectsthink
they will use cooperative learning frequently.

Post-Class Interview Data
Three major categories emerged in the post-class interview data that reflect
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desire and competence to implement cooperative learning. Those three categories
are listed and briefly described:

1. Potential Uses. The potential uses cited were: literature study groups, social
studies and/or science projects, and practice and reinforcement activities.

2. Perceptions of Knowledgeto I mplement Cooper ative L ear ning. Five sub-
categories emerged in the interview data regarding subjects perceptions of the
knowledgethey felt they had about how toimplement cooperativelearning. Those
five sub-categories were: structure cooperative learning so that learners are
individually accountable; consider group compatibility when forming groups;
clearly define group task and behavioral expectancies; allow adequate timefor the
cooperative learning to take place; and set aside time to plan cooperative learning
activities. There was not a consensus view regarding how to insure individua
accountability. Subjects identified nine different possibilities.

3. Valueof, Exposureto, and Engagement in Cooper ative L ear ning Whilein
Preservice Teacher Education. Subjectsfelt that the cooperativelearning activities
they experienced in the methods classes had a positive effect on their academic
learning and/or social interactions. They expressed that participation in coopera-
tive learning provided them with background knowledge and experience that
would make them morewilling and ableto orchestrate cooperative learning in their
future classrooms. Thefollowing quote reflectsthe val ue subjects seemed to place
on the opportunity to experience group work/cooperative learning in preservice
teacher education classes:

| think it’s really neat when the instructors explain something in the classes and
then they actually have you do it because then you yourself can see how it makes
adifference. | hateit when teacherstalk about how you should do this; you should
do that; then they don’t even do it themselves. (PC11-23, p. 9)

While they spoke positively about the group work/cooperative learning activities
in the methods classes, 12 of the 14 interviewees expressed that more direct
instruction about and/or more opportunity to engagein such activitieswould have
strengthened their confidence and competence to implement this model.

Findings Related to Research Question #4

Both student teacher expressed their intentionsto use cooperativelearningin
their futureclassrooms. They both, however, expressed uncertai nty about thedepth
and breath of their pedagogical competence to organize and implement this model
of instruction. Thefollowing quoteillustratesthe desire and the hesitancy student
teachers felt regarding the implementation of cooperative learning in their future
classes:

So it'll come dowly and | think it's like everything else. You add alittle bit all
along. Maybe one year you'll use a little bit of it [reference to group work/
cooperative learning] and maybe next year more, a little bit more and as you
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become more proficient with it, then it becomes easier to use. (STB3, p. 16)

Two categoriesthat emerged in theinterviewswith the student teacherswere:
perceptions of the relationship between structuring strategies and positive out-
comes and perceived constraints that influenced decisions regarding their use or
non-use of cooperative learning while student teaching. In the latter category,
student teachers talked about time needed to implement cooperative learning
activities, expertise of the student teacher to orchestrate cooperative learning, lack
of training, and anxiety about evaluation during the student teaching experience.
The following quotes reflect student teachers' concerns about time to implement
cooperative learning in light of content coverage expectancies and the student
teachers' perceptions of their preparedness to implement cooperative learning:

| felt solimitedtogetinwhat | hadtogetintodo my unitandthingslikethat...that’s
why | didn’t do anything more. | had my unit planned. And there was so much
material that we had to cover. (STA3, p. 3)

| feel like when you are student teaching you are on display and you aretrying to
do your best work. So of course, when | was doing my best work, | was going to
do something | felt comfortablewith and | knew alittle bit more about. (STB2, p.
20)

Both student teachers expressed that the limited emphasis on cooperative
learning in their professional course of study was aweaknessin their professional
preparation. According to both student teachers, group work/cooperativelearning
was presented by professors of methods classesasaworthwhile model of teaching
but both felt they were only presented with an overview of cooperative learning.
Neither felt they had been presented with a clear explanation of the difference
between group work and cooperativelearning. They desired moreimmersioninand
information about cooperativelearning in order to feel competent toimplement this
instructional model on their own during student teaching when they were being
“scrutinized.” The following quotes reflect the scope of suggestions that student
teachers made when probed for what they thought would better prepare them to
implement cooperative learning:

We need to know the background on it and we need to practice it ourselves—to

participate in it more and then also need the feedback on it. (STB2, p. 15)

We need to have specific structured activitiesand do it aswe expect our kidsto do
more of it down at [name of the university]. | know thereistoo much to teach and
too much for usto learn. (STA2, p. 12)

Implications for Teacher Educators

Thedataand subsequent analysisyiel dedinsightsregarding subjects’ percep-
tions of their pedagogical knowledge regarding how to implement group work/
cooperative learning and their desire to implement collaborative activities in their
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future classrooms. Three important implications for teacher educators regarding
instruction about and implementation of group work/cooperative learning in
preservice teacher education came out of this study.

First, whilein methods classes, preservice teachers val ue having the opportu-
nity to engagein group work/cooperativelearning asthey receiveinstruction about
this strategy. The value that preservice teachers attach to this opportunity is
supported by research and literature on the necessity of teacher educatorsactively
and purposefully modeling instructional methodsin waysthat encourage students
to adopt the methods (Fosnot, 1989; Stover, 1991).

Second, preservice teachers recognize the umbilical relationship between
structuring strategi esand positiveacademicoutcomesandthey feel theneedtohave
“a lot” of specific instruction about strategies that facilitate this relationship.
According totheliterature on cooperativelearning thisrelationshipisfacilitated by
structuring tasksand/or rewards so that |earnersfeel asense of individual account-
ability and asense of positiveinterdependence (Johnson & Johnson, 1991; Slavin,
1991). The fact that none of the subjects interviewed in this study used the term
positive interdependence suggests that teacher educators may need to be more
explicit about the importance of this component of cooperative learning. Positive
interdependence and individual accountability are elements (characteristics) of
cooperative learning that may or may not necessarily be characteristics of group
work. This absence of specific language about cooperative |earning suggests that
teacher educators could benefit from inservice/staff development on the nature of
cooperative learning so that they are better equipped to implement it and teach
preserviceteachers the distinguishing characteristics.

Third, it is important to have field placement sites that are receptive to the
implementati on of cooperativelearning by student teachers. Student teachersfaced
with the pressure of being evaluated may revert to using methods that are more
familiar but lesseffective unlessfield site personnel encouragethemtotry coopera-
tive learning methods.

Conclusion

Thefindingsfrom this study support what John Dewey (1938) and John Seely
Brow, Allan Collins, and Paul Duguid (1989) have advocated. Dewey believed that
if education wasto accomplish itsends, both for society and individual learners, it
must be based on experience (p. 89). Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) proposed
that knowledge is situated. That is, the physical and social context should be
structured so activities that occur in a learning environment contribute to the
cognitive understanding of that which isto be learned. Dewey (1938) and Brown,
Collins, and Duguid (1989) purport that “how” something is learned should be
given as much consideration as “what” isto be learned. Findings from this study
suggested that subjects recognized the pedagogical value of preservice teacher
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education experiences that enabled them to not only learn about cooperative
learning as a model of instruction but also provided them the opportunity to
experience the model.

Appendix A
Student Name:
Test Your Knowledgeof “ Cooper ativelL earning” asaT eaching Strategy

I. Directions: Circlethe” T” infront of theitemsthat you believearetrueabout cooperativelearning
(workinginsmall groupsonanassignedtask inaclassroom). Circlethe* F” infront of theitemsthat
you believeto befal seregarding cooperativelearning. If you do not know whether theitemistrueor

falsecircle“ DK” fordon’tknow.
T F DK 1 Students academic achievement suffersasaresult of groupwork.
DK 2. Cooperativelearningresultsinstudentshavingamorepositiveattitudetoward school.

1
TF 2
T F DK 3. Cooperativelearningdetersracial prejudiceamong students.
TF 4.

DK Cooperativelearning leadsto decreased student productivity becausestudentssocialize

moreand do not stay ontask.

T F DK 5. Cooperativelearning causesfrustrationinbrighter |earnersbecausethey are* held back
inmaking progress” by the presenceof slower |earnersin agiven group.

T F DK 6. Cooperativelearningencouragesapositiveattitudetoward academicwork.

T F DK 7. Self-esteemof low level studentssuffersincooperativelearning activities.

T F DK 8. Cooperativelearningimprovespeer relationsamong studentsof different ability levels.

T F DK 9. Groupwork causesstudentsto belessdependent ontheteacher for their learning.

T F DK 10. Therewardandstructureof thegrouptask should beintertwinedinorder for groupwork

tobemost effective
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