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Collaborative learning is more than just a collection of pair and group work techniques. Effectively
employing collaborative learning requires that teachers re-conceptualize their classroom as a
‘created’ space. This space is designed by the teacher to create the kinds of learning opportunities
that make collaborative learning an effective pedagogical tool. This paper describes the use of
techniques grounded in collaborative learning theories to bring about two of the necessary
conditions for successful collaborative learning — group cohesion and scaffolded interaction — in
a university ESP classroom. As a result, there was better cooperation between students and greater

engagement in a group design project.
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Pair-work and group activities are an accepted part
of most teachers’ practice. Working in pairs or small
groups, learners can act as mediators who help to
explain new ideas or information (Gillies, 2003), serve
as a pool of resources, as a source of motivation and a
base of support as well as helping to facilitate language
learning (Dérnyei, 1997). Yet, as Gillies (2003) notes,
“placing students in groups and telling them to work
together” (p. 45) does not always end up in learning or
even positive interaction.

The motivation for this study came out of an
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students in a Japanese university. In one portion of
the course, the students work in groups to create an
architectural design and present it to the class. While
the majority of the students enjoyed the project and
found it worthwhile, there were difficulties in some
groups that did not seem to interact or cooperate
very effectively or with some members who did not
seem engaged in the group or the project. This led
to the question of how to increase engagement and
cooperation in the groups and among the members.
Collaborative learning and its range of techniques,
such as the jigsaw, think-pair-share or the three-part
interview, aimed at getting students to interact in a
group, seemed to offer a way out of this situation.
However, as Abrami, Chambers, Poulsen, Korous,
Farrell, and d’Apollonia (1994) found, teachers often

neglect to put into place one or more the important
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aspects of collaborative learning.

To effectively employ collaborative learning in
the classroom, teachers need to re-conceptualize
their classroom as a ‘created’ space - one that has been
designed to create the kinds of learning opportunities
that make collaborative learning an effective
pedagogical tool (Oxford, 1997). Berkeley, Cross, and
Howe (2004) state that in a collaborative classroom,
teachers “purposefully create a learning environment
in which students interact with each other” (p. 29) and
they make the intentional design of learning activities
the first feature of collaborative learning.

The purpose of this study was to attempt to create
such a space in the teacher-researcher’s classroom
and, using theories underlying collaborative learning,
to design a collaborative learning environment.
Widdowson’s (1990) framework for pedagogic
mediation was employed as the means to guide the
development of principles grounded in professional
knowledge but adapted to fit the context of the
(the

developing these principles is described in Xethakis,

teacher-researcher’s  classroom process  of
2016). These principles guided the design and

implementation of activities aimed at creating

conditions for successful collaborative learning in the

classroom. The effectiveness of these principles and the
collaborative learning techniques employed were then
assessed by means of classroom observation, teacher
journals and student surveys. This paper focuses on
the use of these activities to bring about two of these

conditions.

Condition 1: Creating a Cohesive
Team

One of the most essential conditions for collaborative
learning to succeed is motivating students to work as a
group (Cohen, 1994), ensuring that they feel that they
are part of team and “working together in a coherent
group,” (Scrivener, 2012, p. 85). Working in a cohesive
group provides several benefits to students, including
higher L2 motivation (Clement, Dérnyei & Noels,
1994), and a greater likelihood of active interaction
between students (Levine and Moreland, 1990).
Figure 1 summarizes the procedure and techniques
used to create a cohesive team in this study.

An important factor in creating a sense of
cohesion in a group is establishing a zone of comfort
and a good relationship between group members,
and one good way of doing this is for learners to share

personal information (Dérnyei, 1997). Both Dérnyei
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Figure 1. Collaborative learning techniques and aims in creating a cohesive team.

352 The 2016 PanSIG Journal



Creating Conditions for Collaborative Learning, The 2016 PanSIG Journal, pages 351-359

and Berkeley, et al (2005) recommend the use of ice-
breakers for this purpose. The three-part interview is a
collaborative learning technique that is well suited for
this purpose (Berkeley, et al, 2005). In this technique
a group of four students is broken into pairs. The pairs
interview each other, and then switch partners and
repeat the process.

In this study, this technique was used to create a
sense of cohesion by having the students discuss six
prompts to find things they had in common, such as a
favorite food, a place they would like to travel to, or an
activity they enjoyed. All four members then used this
information to come up with a team name based on
those things all four team members had in common.
The goal of creating a team name encouraged the
beginnings of a sense of rapport between team

members, as shown in a classroom observation,

While a few of the students weren’t very outgoing,
the large majority of the students began talking with
each other using the questions prompts on the sheet.
There was a lot of conversation and interaction.
There were a lot of smiles and laughs as well, so
the students seemed to be enjoying the activity. The
groups worked together to find common points for
everyone in the group, and coming up with group
names went very quickly (less than five minutes).
(Note 1-1)

While the ice-breaker helped to establish a rapport
and a sense of cohesion, the overall purpose of this first
class was to have the students discuss their ideas, decide
on an architectural design and discuss some of its basic
characteristics (size, location, access, etc.). This would
then serve as a basis for more detailed discussions in
the following classes.

Levine and Moreland (2004) note that for groups
to work together creatively, the members of the group
need to be motivated to share their ideas and feel
that their ideas are useful to the group, they must
communicate their ideas, and the group as a whole
needs to take the time to consider the ideas and come
to a consensus. To encourage this, the think-pair-share
technique was employed. In the ‘think’” stage of this

activity, the students are given time to consider an

answer to a question or problem individually. Next, the
students discuss their answers in pairs or small groups.
This is the ‘pair’ stage. After voicing their opinions
and hearing those of their partner, the students then
‘share’ their opinions with the larger group. This
activity allows students to try out their response in
a more low-risk situation before ‘going public’ with
them, increasing students’ willingness to express
their opinion. Allowing the students to practice their
comments first also tends to increase the quality of
response (Barkley, et al, 2005). These features of the
activity are especially important in a language learning
context where student anxiety is always a factor.

In this class, the students were given twelve
choices to consider for their design project. They
were asked to pick three and write out their reasons
for choosing each. The students then paired-up with
another member of their group, reading their choices
and reasons while their partner listened and gave
simple feedback on their ideas before changing roles.
This process gave the students the time to prepare an
answer and the opportunity to rehearse the answer
before contributing to the more high-stakes whole
group discussion.

The effect of the think-pair share technique in

building a sense of comfort can be seen as well,

Some of the students were hesitant to start talking to
their partner. However, after the first partner had
read their first or second choice, the pairs seemed
to relax and there was more physical interaction
(Bodies moved towards each other, heads began ro

bob up and down). By the end of the task most of the
pairs were talking more freely. (Note 1-1)

The outcome of these two techniques on the
closing group discussion, where it seemed that the
teams came together better and were more willing to
share their preferences with each other, was noted in a

journal entry,

I saw many of the students willing to read out their
choices (as opposed to just showing their sheets) and
this may have been a result of the earlier activities.

There were lots of people turned around in their
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seats (tough to do in this classroom, so if they do it
they must be interested in talking with each other).
In all the groups the students were involved in the
process and really working as groups, with lots of
interaction, talking about design ideas, and asking

other members opinions. (Entry 1-1)

In addition to the teaching journal and classroom
observation, a short survey was given to the students
at the end of class to gain their point of view of on the
activities. The results (See Appendix, Table 1) showed
that the students enjoyed the activities overall and
that they also felt that the set of activities helped them

work better in their groups.

Condition 2: Scaffolding
Interactions

For collaborative learning to succeed, teachers also
need to consider how the students are expected to
interact in each activity — a simple give and take of
information or a more open exchange with a more
elaborated discussion — and also the interplay between
task, interaction and learning (Cohen, 1994).

McGroarty (1992) discusses the distinction
between one- and two-way tasks in this context. One-
way tasks, where one student speaks, the other listens
and then they switch roles, can provide learners with
more practice in extended speaking and listening. This
may give them greater confidence in their ability to
express themselves as well as understand others. The
think-pair-share task discussed above is can be seen
as an example of this. Two-way tasks, such as a jigsaw
activity, where learners interact with partners, sharing
information to complete a task, are suitable when
more substantial interaction is expected.

Cohen (1994) adds two additional dimensions
to the conception of tasks adopted in this study —
the level of cooperation required and the degree of
structure found in the task. Low-cooperation tasks
merely require students to share information, as in a
standard information-gap. High-cooperation tasks
require students to work together to plan and make
decisions in order to complete the task. The jigsaw-

like activity below is an example of this type. Tight

structure in a task includes explicit instructions
or procedures, designated roles for students and a
definite answer, whereas in loosely structured tasks the
procedures for reaching a solution are not so clearly
stated and there may not be a single correct answer.

In this study, the ultimate aim was for the
students to engage in a loosely structured, high-
cooperation, two-way task — discussing and making
decisions about aspects of an architectural design. To
do this, the students” interactions in each class were
scaffolded, through a series of activities moving from
one-way, low-cooperation tasks, with tight structures
to a loosely structured, highly cooperative group
discussion. Figure 2 shows an example of how this was
done in a class where students decided the layout of
their groups’ designs.

First, the students engaged in a tightly structured,
low-cooperation activity — describing the position of
several shapes while their partner attempted to draw
an identical picture — to help them build confidence in
their ability to explain locations.

The effect of the tightly structured one-way tasks
on the students’ degree of comfort and confidence is

shown in the following observation:

The fun involved in the confusion of drawing the
partner’s picture gained the students’ interest and
the level of noise rose as it went on. Many students
were actively gesturing, trying to explain where
things were in the pictures, with the focus on getting
the picture right rather than getting the language
perfect. There was laughter and chatting as they
did the activities and a lot of laughing when they
compared pictures. (Note 1-3)

The next task — where students had to draw a
quick sketch of their own house and then describe it to
their partner — was similar, if a bit looser in structure,
to the first task in level of cooperation and direction of
communication, however it moved the content of the
exchanges closer to the discussion activity.

The students then worked together as a group
on a jigsaw-like task to fill in locations on the floor
plan of a design using the different clues they had

cach been given. The nature of this activity provided
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Figure 2. Class activities and their role in scaffolding students’ interaction.

an opportunity for two-way interaction between
group members with a lesser degree of structure,
as well as introducing and providing students with
an opportunity to practice language for expressing
opinions about location, which they could use
in planning their designs later in the class. It was
hoped that this would allow the students to focus
on understanding how the language related to an
architectural design, rather than on understanding the
language itself, as well as allowing the students to use
the language more casily in their discussions of their
own designs.

Another comment from the teaching journal
shows the overall effect of scaffolding on the groups’

interactions:

There was a continued level of interest and focus

throughout the class and the amount of interaction

in the groups — asking for opinions, talking about
ideas and no one person doing a majority of the work
— shows that the pair-work and jigsaw-like activities
contributed to the group work on the design project.
It seemed that the movement from simple to more
complex practice allowed the students to use more
English in their group planning and five of the six
groups were focused on doing their project with lots
of talking, gesturing for explanations, nods and

smiles in their interactions. (Note 1-3)

The results of the in-class survey (See Appendix,
Table 2) also showed the students felt that the pair
work and group activities helped them to work on
their project, and that working in their groups on their
project and interacting with the other group members

helped them to learn English.
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Discussion and Limitations
Barkley, Cross, & Howe (2005) stress the importance
of designing tasks and structuring procedures to
actively engage students and effectively employ
collaborative learning. The series of activities discussed
above helped to create conditions for successful
collaborative learning by encouraging cohesion
among the members of a team and scaffolding their
interactions through the intentionally designed
progression of the activities, moving from simple
forms of one-way, highly-structured, low-cooperation
interaction to more complex, two-way, ‘ill-structured’
(Cohen,

activities were focused on a specific group project,

1994), high-cooperation forms. These

however, by re-conceptualizing the use and aims of
collaborative learning activities, as well as conventional
pair and group activities, in their own classrooms,
similar progressions of activities could be employed
by teachers to improve student cooperation and
interaction, as well as building confidence (McGroaty,
1992).

While this paper has shown the use of these
activities in creating conditions for collaborative
learning, some limitations should be noted as well.
First, all the students were in the same department
and have had many classes together. The cohort-like
nature of the students might have predisposed them
to working as a group, after overcoming some initial
hesitancy. Because of this, and the fact that the study
deals with only a single group of students, future
rescarch should examine the use of intentionally
structured collaborative learning in other classrooms.

Moreover, though the overall levels cooperation
and interaction improved greatly, there were still
groups that didn’t gel completely and this might be
helped by more time for team-building. Prichard,
Stratford and Bizo (2006) suggest that even ninety
minutes of team-building training can provide longer-
term benefits.

It should also be noted that while many of the
interactions between group members were carried
out in English, a large part of the group discussions
took place in Japanese, so it is difficult to say if the
techniques employed in this study helped to improve

the students’ English abilities. That being said, the

primary aim of this study was to improve the quality
of interactions and level of cooperation between group
members and so this was considered an acceptable
trade-off considering the overall level of the students.
(For an example of activities to enable student

discussions in the context of a group project, see
Fushino, 2010.)
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Appendix
Results from In-class Student Surveys

Table 1:

Student replies regarding activities aimed at creating a cohesive team. (2=22)

Q1: Was today’s class interesting or boring (M=4.36)
It was boring. It was OK. It was interesting.
1 2 3 4 5
— — 3 8 11
Q2: Do you think your group project is interesting? (M=4.36)
It was boring,. It was OK. It was interesting.
1 2 3 4 5
— 1 1 9 11
Q3: Did you enjoy doing group and pair work today? (M=4.14)
It was boring. It was OK. It was interesting.
1 2 3 4 5
— — 4 11 7
Q4: Did today’s class help you to enjoy working in your group? (M=4.14)
No, not at all It helped some. Yes, a lot.
1 2 3 4 5
— 1 3 10 8
Q5: Did working in a group help you to learn English today? (M=3.50)
No, not atall It helped some. Yes, a lot.
1 2 3 4 5
— 3 11 2 6
Q6: Did you use English a lot today? (M=3.36)
No, not at all I used some English Yes, alot.
1 2 3 4 5
— 4 10 4 4
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Table 2:

Student replies regarding activities aimed at scaffolding interaction. (z=18)

Q1: Was today’s class interesting or boring? (M=4.06)
It was boring. It was OK. It was interesting.

1 2 3 4 5

— — 6 5 7
Q2: Did today’s pair and group work help you to do your project? (M=3.83)
No, not at all. It helped some. Yes, alot.

1 2 3 4 5

— — 7 7 4
Q3: Did working on your project today help you to learn English? (M=3.89)
No, not at all. It helped some. Yes, a lot.

1 2 3 4 5

— — 5 10 3
Q4: Did working in a group help you to learn English today? (M=3.89)
No, not at all It helped some. Yes, alot.

1 2 3 4 5

— — 7 6 5
Q5: Did talking with the members of your group help you to learn English? (M=3.61)
No, not at all It helped some. Yes, a lot.

1 2 3 4 5

— 2 6 7 3
Q6: Did you use English a lot today? (M=3.33)
No, not at all It helped some. Yes, a lot.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 8 4 3
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