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Abstract

This article reports on the findings of a research conduct-
ed to describe the occurrence and effect of the princi-
ples of Cooperative Learning in an oral communication
course in English for sophomores during one semester at
a public university in Costa Rica. To collect data for the
study, three instruments were used, an interview for the
professor of the group, a questionnaire for the students,
and class observations. The data collected were triangu-
lated by means of predetermined categories of analysis.
Overall, the findings obtained indicate that the use of Co-
operative Learning, in addition to the professor’s com-
mitment to support her students to learn, has produced
significant results.
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interaction, interpersonal and small group skills, group
processing

Resumen

Este articulo reporta los resultados de una investigacion
realizada con el fin de describir la incidencia y efecto de
los principios del Aprendizaje Cooperativo en un curso
de comunicacion oral en inglés de segundo afo durante
un semestre en una universidad publica en Costa Rica.
Para recolectar informacion para el estudio, se utiliza-
ron tres instrumentos, una entrevista para el profesor del
grupo, un cuestionario para los estudiantes y observacio-
nes de clase. Los datos recolectados se triangularon por
medio de categorias de analisis predeterminadas por el
investigador. En general, los resultados obtenidos indi-
can que el uso del aprendizaje cooperativo, junto con el
compromiso de la profesora para apoyar a sus estudiantes
para aprender, ha producido resultados significativos.

Palabras clave: Aprendizaje Cooperativo, interdepen-
dencia positiva, responsabilidad individual y grupal, inte-
raccion promovida, destrezas interpersonales y de grupos
pequeios, procesamiento grupal

Introduction

The concept of Cooperative Learning (CL) essentially refers
to the pedagogical use of group work activities to encourage students
to work collectively to increase their own and one another’s learning
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2008). Historically speaking, the first
study on CL was published in 1898, and since then, hundreds of studies
on CL have been conducted (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2008), yet
Cooperative Learning continues to be valid nowadays. In fact, when
used appropriately, Cooperative Learning may prove a very valuable
tool for many teachers. For the same reason, this research has been con-
ducted hoping that its results can be of help or reference to in-service
and pre-service teachers who are unfamiliar with CL but would like to
try it in their classrooms.

Although numerous studies on CL have been carried out, many
of them deal with the effects of CL on students’ performance in the
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class and the connection of CL with the students’ performance in a giv-
en linguistic skill in the language classroom specifically (Farzaneh, &
Nejadansari, 2014; Mahmoud, 2014; Zhang, 2012; Zhang, 2010); a few
other studies deal with how CL may affect teacher performance (Dikici
& Yavuzer, 20006) or student ratings of their cooperative learning work
(Kaufman, Felder, & Fuller, 2000). Thus, this research study aimed at
analyzing the occurrence of the principles of Cooperative Learning per
se and their effect on student learning in an oral communication course
for sophomores at a public Costa Rican University.

Defining Cooperative Learning

Cooperative Learning (CL) refers to the use of group work to
serve pedagogical purposes (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2008). The
aim of this educational approach is to increase each student’s perfor-
mance and learning by working together with other classmates (Leon &
Tai, 2004). In this sense, cooperative learning activities might be con-
sidered better than other kinds of classwork in the sense that CL does not
require students to compete with one another, which may be described
as a rather negative facet of Costa Rican culture taking into account
the specific context of the research conducted. Instead, in Cooperative
Learning, students work together to accomplish common tasks with
more beneficial results, such as an individual and a communal sense of
achievement. Compared to individualistic efforts, Cooperative Learn-
ing offers the possibility of minimizing the problem of having students
left behind since CL motivates students to encourage each other to work
more effectively (Summers, Beretvas, Sviniki, & Gorin, 2005).

Aside from this, Cooperative Learning is different form other
types of group work, for it does not simply imply assigning students
to groups and expect that they will work appropriately. For instance,
in pseudo-learning groups and traditional classroom learning groups
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 2008), students are just placed togeth-
er in groups in which they will compete with one another and will be
evaluated individually. Conversely, in a Cooperative Learning group,
students must understand both that they are not in a competition and
that the failure of one of the group members means the failure of the
whole group.
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Making Cooperative Learning Work

As said previously, Cooperative Learning is not simply having
students work in groups. Therefore, assuming that students will work
correctly by virtue of the fact that they are in groups is a misinterpreta-
tion of CL (Schulte, 1999). What is more, many students do not know
how to work in groups cooperatively (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith,
1998). Students who have never worked in CL groups before need to
be taught the necessary social skills to interact with each other satis-
factorily (Goodwin, 1999). For instance, before using CL in a course, a
teacher could use introduction activities for his or her students to know
each other or activities in which students need to take turns and perform
individual and group tasks in order for the students to see the value of
individual and collective efforts. This will produce a better classroom
atmosphere and thus more academic gains (Hernandez, 2003; Sum-
mers, Beretvas, Sviniki, & Gorin, 2005).

No one has said that implementing Cooperative Learning in the
classroom is an easy task. There will be times in which a CL teacher
feels discouraged because the development of his or her class will seem
to go in the wrong direction. However, the key to using CL is careful
lesson planning, diligence, and perseverance. After some time doing
this, the positive effects of Cooperative Learning will become visible
(Jensen, Moore, & Hatch, 2004; Jacobs & Hall, 1994; Schulte, 1999).
In this regard, beginning with pair work in the early stages of imple-
menting CL is advisable since this gives more control over the class.
After that, bigger groups can be used (Herndndez, 2003). In connection
with grouping students in CL, Johnson and Johnson (2014) described
informal and formal cooperative learning groups. Informal CL group-
ings can be used temporarily during one to several lessons for the stu-
dents to build necessary cooperative skills, while formal CL groupings
can be used throughout a whole term to build a community of collabo-
ration among students.

Analyzing the Principles of Cooperative Learning

For an appropriate implementation of CL, the main proponents
of this educational approach, have articulated five essential principles
for it, namely, a) Positive Interdependence, b) Individual and Group

152 « Revista Ensayos Pedagdgicos Vol. IX, N° 2
149-168, ISSN 1659-0104, julio-diciembre, 2014



The Principles of Cooperative Learning in an Oral
Communication Course in English: A Descriptive Analysis

Accountability, ¢) Promotive Interaction, d) Interpersonal and Small
Group Skills, and e) Group Processing (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec,
2008; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 2007). Each principle will be briefly
described in turn.

a) Positive Interdependence

This concept, in essence, refers to the idea that all the students in
a group must understand what they need to do in any given activity and
that they need to depend on each other to do it: Either all of them will
succeed, or they will not.

b) Individual and Group Accountability

The ultimate aim of CL is to make each group member a better stu-
dent. To do this, the group as a whole must have a clear idea what is expect-
ed from their individual and group work; there are individual and collective
responsibilities. As well, each group member needs to know that his or her
performance is going to be assessed by the other group members.

¢) Promotive Interaction

Students must know that they are working cooperatively and col-
laboratively, so the teacher’s responsibility is to allow them to be aware
that they must help, support, and encourage one another.

d) Interpersonal and Small Group Skills

In this principle, social skills play a fundamental role. Students
should learn how to work as a group, how to deal with discrepancies,
and how to negotiate with each other in order to make decisions that
benefit the whole group.

e) Group Processing

At the end of a CL activity, the teacher should have students as-
sess the work that they just did so that they can identify what problems
they had while working and come up with ways to solve and minimize
them in future activities.
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Considering the Implications of Implementing CL in a Foreign
Language Classroom

Learning a foreign language should be a dynamic process, so lec-
turing students may not be very practical in this sense. In addition, a
foreign language teacher many times faces the challenge of having to
manage oversized groups of students, a situation which in itself lim-
its students’ chance of practicing their foreign language (Hernandez,
2003). Therefore, using Cooperative Learning can be a good option to
deal with this situation. In a foreign language classroom, students need
to practice and review what they are learning, and this may seldom oc-
cur if traditional language teaching methods are used.

Other influential aspects in a foreign language learning process
are school alienation, the fear of making mistakes, and the students’
being intimidated by the teacher. When Cooperative Learning activities
are used in the class, students have the opportunity to build relation-
ships among themselves, boost their self-esteem, and even overcome
their learning fears. As a consequence, students’ attendance might be-
come more consistent, and they may reduce their feeling of isolation in
school (Ghaith, 2003; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1998). Solving these
problems is crucial in learning and teaching a foreign language, and this
is precisely what CL may help to do.

Methodology

Type of Study

As this study dealt with the occurrence of the principles of Co-
operative Learning in an oral communication course in English, the re-
searcher opted for carrying out a descriptive study which, according to
Herndndez, Ferndndez, and Baptista (2006, p. 99), seeks to describe
how phenomena, situations, contexts, and events manifest themselves.

Context and Participants

This research study was conducted at a public university in Costa
Rica in an oral communication course in English during one semester.
The procedure for choosing the participants of the study was a conve-
nience one. In order to find both the right group and the right professor
to carry out the research, the researcher proceeded to ask for the counsel
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of another professor from the university, and this enquiry led him to the
chosen group and professor. The professor in question had many years’
teaching experience, specifically at least 20 years’ experience working
with CL. Her oral communication course had 25 sophomore students
including both males and females between ages 19 and 25, with the
exception of a 43-year-old man.

Instruments
To collect information for the research project carried out, three dif-
ferent data collection were used. Each of them will be described below:

Interview

A structured interview (See Appendix A) for the professor of the
observed group was designed. It consisted of nine questions dealing
with the professor’s experience using CL, general characteristics of CL,
recommendations for using CL, and the pros and cons of using CL.

Questionnaire

A questionnaire for the students was designed (See Appendix B).
It included twelve closed questions dealing with the students’ prior ex-
perience with group work and cooperative activities, one or more ques-
tions related to the five principles of Cooperative Learning proposed by
Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (2008), and two questions dealing with
the students’ opinion about their experience with CL.

Observation

The researcher attended the surveyed group of students at least
once a week during one semester and took field notes (Richards & Far-
rell, 2005) of any outstanding moments in the lessons which could be
related to the principles of Cooperative Learning.

Data Analysis

The data collected were analyzed by means of triangulation. In-
formation coming from the different data collection instruments was
extracted and classified using predetermined categories of analysis.
The first category used was “Students’ Prior Experience with Group
Work or Cooperative Activities” to establish a background for the anal-
ysis of data. The five principles of Cooperative Learning (i.e., Positive
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Interdependence, Individual and Group Accountability, Promotive In-
teraction, Interpersonal and Small Group Skills, and Group Processing)
proposed by Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (2008) were also used as
categories of analysis. The last category of analysis used was “Students’
Assessment of their Experience with Cooperative Learning.” Addition-
ally, the answers given by the students in the questionnaire were tallied,
and percentages were obtained for each of the choices made by the
students in this instrument.

Procedures

The first step taken to conduct the research project was to find a
professor that was currently using Cooperative Learning in one of his or
her university courses. After this participant was found, official permis-
sion to conduct a research project in her group was requested in writing.
Then, both the researcher and the professor agreed on a suitable time
and date to conduct the interview. The interview was conducted in the
professor’s office in private and in a rather casual way to make her feel
at ease and obtain reliable answers from her. After this, the researcher
attended her oral communication course at least once a week during
the semester for her students to become accustomed to his presence
and prevent any possible disruptions in the students’ behavior in class.
Finally, the questionnaire was administered towards the middle of the
semester before the class started in order to avoid having the students
give hasty answers if the instrument had been administered at the end of
the class and to obtain more reliable responses from them.

Results and Discussion
Students’ Prior Experience with Group Work or Cooperative Activities

Table 1. Background for the Study

Percentage
Q1. Students who had done similar activities before: YES: 81.25%
NO: 18.75%
Q2. Students who said they liked working in groups: YES: 81.25%
NO: 18.75%
Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)
150 - Revista Ensayos Pedagdgicos Vol. IX, N° 2
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As seen in Table 1, the majority of the students surveyed had had
previous experience with group work and can be said to be receptive to
it even though they may not have been acquainted with CL. In the stud-
ied group, this may be regarded as a positive factor since the professor
could have taken advantage of this to focus on the necessary skills for
the students to really work in a cooperative fashion when arranged in
groups. Indeed, while conducting the observations, the researcher could
notice that the professor assigned different roles to the students when
they worked in groups. These included roles such as time keeper, lead-
er, and language monitor, whose purpose the students understood well
in the development of the group activities.

It is curious also to note that the 18.75% of the students who said
they do not like working in groups were male. In this regard, this may
be consistent with the information obtained in the research conduct-
ed by Summers, Beretvas, Sviniki, and Gorin (1995), who found that
women appear to like group work better than men. Nonetheless, further
research on this issue would be needed to inquire more about the whys
and wherefores of this.

Positive Interdependence

Table 2. Students’ Self-Perceived Positive Interdependence

Percentage
Q7. Students who help keep the group working: | Always: 43.75%
Sometimes: 50%
Almost never: 6.25%
Never: 0%

Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)

Positive interdependence seems to occur to a moderate extent in
the observed group as seen in Table 2, and it may be necessary for the
students to receive additional training on it. Still, in the interview, the
professor explained to the researcher that one of the greatest advantages
of Cooperative Learning is that it creates a certain atmosphere in the
classroom. People help each other, and the practice time is increased.
Besides, CL allows the use of heterogeneous groups, which contributes
to a more balanced learning experience between low and high achievers.
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Individual and Group Accountability

Table 3. Students’ Self-Perceived Individual Accountability

Percentage
Q5. Frequency of students’ contribution to group work: | Always: 50%
Sometimes: 50%
Almost never: 0%
Never: 0%

Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)

As shown in Table 3, the students’ rating of their individual ac-
countability appears to be rather low. Nonetheless, the professor of the
observed group has made a great effort to foster this principle. After
reflecting on the information collected during the observations, what
at first sight seemed a random way of assigning students to CL groups
was actually a carefully planned strategy to produce more satisfactory
results in the classroom. For certain activities, student-selected groups
work well, yet this may sometimes lead to the formation of cliques in
the class, which is definitely not the aim of CL. Thus, when the pro-
fessor, for instance, assigned the different parts of a reading to be done
in the next class, she made sure that groups of friends were given the
same part of the reading, so they had to work with classmates other
than their friends. The professor also distributed the reading according
to its degree of difficulty to low and high achievers. She said, during the
interview, that she does this to create heterogeneous groups, a condition
that may contribute to a better learning experience since all the students
can learn from one another no matter their proficiency level. In fact,
this is the second piece of advice given by Jacobs and Hall (1994) when
assigning students to Cooperative Learning groups.
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Promotive Interaction

Table 4. Students’ Self-Perceived Promotive interaction

Percentage
Q6. Students who ask others for their ideas during Always: 56.25%
group activities: Sometimes: 43.75%
Almost never: 0%
Never: 0%
QI12. Students who make sure everyone has a chance | Always: 37.50%
to talk during group activities: Sometimes: 62.5%
Almost never: 0%
Never: 0%

Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)

The promotive interaction principle obtained a slightly higher
rating by the students in the questionnaire as displayed in Table 4, and
it can be stressed that the students may have been provided with suffi-
cient training for this CL principle to occur in the classroom. During the
interview, the professor told the researcher that to ensure students’ ad-
equate participation in group activities, teaching them communication
gambits is very important. She said that one good way to have equal
participation is to divide the information necessary for a task among the
students so that they learn the importance of interdependence. In this
regard, during the observations, the researcher saw that the professor
used jigsaw activities several times throughout the course (presumably
to serve the purpose mentioned previously). Also, the professor told the
researcher that CL proves very useful in oral courses because what is
important in these courses is to practice, and it is through practice that a
student learns a foreign language.
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Interpersonal and Small Group SKkills

Table 5. Students’ Self-Perceived Interpersonal

and Small Group Skills
Percentage
Q8. Students who include everyone in their work: Always: 68.75%
Sometimes: 31.25%
Almost never: 0%
Never: 0%
Q9. Students who listen to each other’s ideas: Always: 43.75%
Sometimes: 50%
Almost never: 6.25%
Never: 0%

Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)

Table 5 shows that while listening to one another’s ideas when
working in groups might not be a strong quality in the students, most of
them do seem to promote a democratic share of the work. According to
the professor during the interview, students must be taught how to take
turns, and they have to learn to respect others, to ask for repetition, and
not to work with the same classmates all the time. The professor also
said that students need to be taught the necessary social skills to work
in groups effectively. While doing the observations, the researcher saw
that the professor used certain activities that may not have been related
to the contents of the course but were likely to serve the aforementioned
purpose. In connection with this, experts suggest the use of non-aca-
demic activities before implementing Cooperative Learning (Goodwin,
1999; Jensen, Moore, & Hatch, 2002; Schulte, 1999). Basically, these
experts’ advice is to make use of these activities on the first day of class.
However, the researcher could see during the observations that this kind
of activities was used more often, which not only helped the students
to work better but also created a very convivial classroom atmosphere.
Indeed, these two conditions might deteriorate if they are not encour-
aged regularly.
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Group Processing

Table 6. Students’ Self-Perceived Group Processing

Percentage
Q10. Students who indicate if an answer or question | Always: 43.75%
was not understood: Sometimes: 50%
Almost never: 6.25%
Never: 0%
Q11. Students who indicate if someone’s idea was good: | Always: 50%
Sometimes: 50%
Almost never: 0%
Never: 0%

Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)

Group processing, as seen in Table 6, appears to be low, yet this
finding seems to be contradictory when considering what the professor
did throughout the course. During the observations conducted, the re-
searcher noticed that for certain group activities, the professor provided
her students with assessment instruments such as checklists for them
to analyze their performance in them (See Appendix C). After that, the
teacher had each group of students discuss the answers marked in the
instruments to reflect on their performance and consider ways to im-

prove their work on future occasions.

Students’ Assessment of their Experience with Cooperative Learning

Table 7. Students’ Opinion about their Experience
with Cooperative Learning

Percentage
Q3. Students’ estimation of their learning in the course: | A Lot: 68.75%
A little: 18.75%
Not much 12.5%
Nothing: 0%
Q4. Students’ opinion about the use of group work to | Very useful: 18.75%
learn English: Useful: 68.75%
Somewhat 6.25%
useful: 6.25%
Useless: 0%
Note: Information collected with the questionnaire (See Appendix B)
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Overall, the students’ experience with CL in the course can be de-
scribed as being profitable. Most of them, indeed, said that they learned
a lot in the course as seen in Table 7. It is interesting to notice that
the students who said they learned a lot were the same that consid-
ered group work useful as opposed to very useful. Still, a few students
marked the less positive options for this item in the questionnaire. This
discrepancy in the obtained responses could indicate that these students
may attribute their progress to factors other than group work or CL.
This could be related to an interesting detail that was found out during
the interview with the professor. She keeps a journal in which she re-
cords information about every student in her class. She writes down the
progress her students make and also takes notes about what she believes
each of her students needs to work on. In fact, she has several pages in
her journal devoted to each of her students. She does this in order to
provide her students with individualized attention and feedback and to
assign her students to groups for certain activities in which she wants
the groups to have a fair combination of student performance levels.
To sum up, the discrepancy mentioned before may be the result of the
individualized attention provided by the professor. What she is doing
may go beyond the scope of simple Cooperative Learning. Indeed, this
may be related to the advice given by Slavin (2014) when arguing that
lessons should not be based entirely on CL; Cooperative Learning may
be combined with other resources, techniques, or activities.

Conclusion

The data gathered for the research indicate that overall the pro-
fessor of the analyzed group has obtained very good cost-effective re-
sults from using CL since most of her students were able to understand
and experience the principles of CL to a considerable extent. An import-
ant point to bear in mind at this point is that this professor has helped
her students reach significant proficiency levels in English by using CL
in her class, a finding consistent with that obtained by Gaith (2003).
Furthermore, this professor’s attitude and commitment to encouraging
her students to speak in English constantly and her expertise in using
CL have created a positive classroom atmosphere in which the students
practice their target language for extended periods of time, the ultimate
purpose of a foreign language oral course.

162 Revista Ensayos Pedagdgicos Vol. IX, N° 2
149-168, ISSN 1659-0104, julio-diciembre, 2014



The Principles of Cooperative Learning in an Oral Q\\:L 0,
Communication Course in English: A Descriptive Analysis &3

In light of this, the use of Cooperative Learning strategies and
activities in the classroom offers many advantages. Among them, the
most remarkable ones are minimizing students’ intimidation and foster-
ing their participation in class. In this sense, in teacher-fronted classes,
students only have to sit and listen to the teacher lecture them. This
type of methodology might make learning experiences dull and mo-
notonous. In addition, this may deter students from asking questions
for fear of being ridiculed, and it may not allow students to participate
in a course in which oral participation is crucial to achieve the goal of
becoming proficient in a foreign language. Cooperative Learning may
produce these desired results. Although using CL means working long
hours outside the classroom, the results obtained by its implementation
are well worth the effort.

Limitations

At this point of this article, it is important to direct the reader’s
attention towards some weaknesses identified in the research conduct-
ed. First of all, students’ attendance was a limitation in the study. This
situation was the reason why, when the questionnaire was applied, the
information of only 72.73% of the total number of students in the ob-
served class was obtained. Thus, although the information correspond-
ing to the rest of the students was very relevant and might have affected
the results of the study, this loss of information was out of the research-
er’s control and could not be avoided. In this regard, future researchers
could consider designing more comprehensive data collection instru-
ments than the ones used in this research to produce a richer analysis
of the occurrence of the principles of Cooperative Learning in a group
of students.

Time was also a limiting factor since it restricted the researcher’s
role during the observations and the collection of data about them. In
this regard, it would have been preferable to observe several groups
instead of just one, but this could not be done due to the practicality
of finding several groups that were working with CL at the same time.
However, if in further studies, this number could be at least two, it would
be possible to make comparisons and reach more definite conclusions.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions for the Professor

1. How long have you been using CL?

2. When you want to implement CL in the classroom, what do you
need to do first?

3. What social skills do you teach your students so that they can
work effectively in CL groups?

4, In what ways is CL different from other kinds of group work?

5. In your opinion, what are the most significant advantages of us-
ing CL?

6. What could be some limitations of applying CL?

7. How much time of the class period should be devoted to CL
activities?

8. What does a teacher need to use CL effectively? What would be
some pieces of advice?

9. How can CL help to teach and learn a foreign language?

Appendix B. Questionnaire for Students

Date: Age: Male: Female:

Instructions: Please circle YES or NO or the option that best indicates
your level of agreement with each question or statement.

1. Have you done group activities similar to the ones used in this
class before?

YES NO
2. Do you like working in groups?
YES NO
Why?
3. How much have you learned in this class?
Alot A little Not much Nothing
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4. In learning English, how would you describe working in groups?
Very useful Useful Somewhat useful Useless

5. When working in groups, I try to contribute with my ideas.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

6. If I work in a group, I ask others for their ideas and information.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

7. I keep the group working.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

8. We include everyone in our group work.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

0. We listen carefully to each other’s ideas.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

10. We say so when we do not understand an answer or question.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

11. We say so when we think someone’s ides is good.
Always Sometimes Almost never never

12. We make sure everyone has a chance to talk.
Always Sometimes Almost never never
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Appendix C. Sample Oral Presentation Checklist Provided by the
Professor

Name of Presenters

Points Points Points

The presentation was well prepared/
organized.

The speaker gave enough information.

The speaker used correct pronunciation
and topic-related vocabulary.

The speaker used visual aids to convey
meaning.

The speaker used eye contact.

The speaker checked comprehension
after the presentation.

Was the student a good listener as
well (ask for clarification, repetition,
explanations)?

Total number of points

Scales:
4. Excellent 3. Very good 2. Good 1. Needs improvement

Comments:
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