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Formal Cooperative Learning Groups 


Formal cooperative learning groups are like a task force and may last for one class period to several weeks to complete a specific task or assignment. In a formal cooperative learning group students work together to accomplish shared goals. Each student has two responsibilities: to maximize his or her learning and to maximize the learning of all groupmates. First, students receive instructions and objectives from the instructor. Second, the instructor assigns each student to a learning group, provides needed materials, arranges the room, and may give students a specific role to fulfill in the group. Third, the instructor explains the task and the cooperative structure—establishing the shared, group goal, the individual and group accountability and the expected behaviors. Fourth, the instructor monitors the functioning of the learning group and intervenes to (a) teach cooperative skills and (b) provide assistance in academic learning when needed. Finally, the instructor will evaluate the quality and quantity of individual students' learning and provide a structure that ensures that each group processes how effectively the group functioned. If students need help in completing the assignment, they are encouraged to first ask peers for assistance, and request help from the instructor second. Students are expected to interact with groupmates, share ideas and materials, support and encourage each other's academic achievement, orally explain and elaborate the concepts and strategies being learned, and hold each other accountable for completing the assignment. A criteria-referenced evaluation is used. 

Numerous strategies for structuring formal cooperative learning groups are commonly used in college classes including Jigsaw, Comprehension Tasks, Complex Decision-Making Tasks, Peer Composition/Editing, Problem-Solving, Structured Academic Controversies, and Group tests. 

Formal cooperative learning groups are small (2-4 members). Students are instructed to sit in close proximity (knee-to-knee, eye-to-eye). Groups membership is structured by the instructor (often randomly) and group membership changes with each major assignment. Typical problem-solving cooperative work instructions are:

1. 
 Groups formulate and solve the problem, agreeing on one answer. Each group will place their formulation and solution on an overhead transparency or on paper, with signatures of agreement. 

2. 
Randomly selected students can be asked to present their group's answer and solution. 

3. 
All members of the class will be expected to discuss and question all answers. 

4. 
Each group will process how well they did on the task and how well they functioned as a group. 

Key Concepts in Structuring Formal Cooperative Learning Groups 
Students working together to get a job done in a classroom where students are concerned about each other's learning in addition to their own is the heart of cooperative learning. Formal cooperative learning is characterized by five basic elements: 

1. 
Positive interdependence exists when students believe that they are linked with others in a way that one cannot to succeed unless the other members of the group succeed (and vice versa). Students work together to get the job done and perceive that they 'sink or swim together.' In a problem-solving session, positive interdependence is structured by group members agreeing on the answer and solution strategies for each problem (goal interdependence) and fulfilling assigned role responsibilities (role interdependence). Other ways of structuring positive interdependence include having shared, group rewards, being dependent on each others resources, or a division of labor. 

2. 
Face to face promotive interaction exists among student when students orally explain to each other how to solve problems, discuss with each other the nature of the concepts and strategies being learned, teach their knowledge to classmates, and explain to each other the connections between present and past learning. This face-to-face interaction is promotive in the sense that students help, assist, encourage, and support each other's effort to learn. 

3. 
Individual accountability/personal responsibility requires the teacher to ensure that the performance of each individual student is assessed and the results given back to the group) and the individual. The group needs to know who needs more assistance in completing the assignment, and group members need to know they cannot "hitch-hike” on the work of others. Common ways to structure individual accountability include giving an individual quiz, randomly calling on individual students to present the group's answer, and giving an individual oral exam while monitoring group work.

4. 
Collaborative skills are necessary for effective groups functioning.  Students must have and use the needed leadership, decision-making, trust-building, communication, and conflict-management skills.  These skills have to be taught just as purposefully and precisely as academic skills.  Many students have never worked truly cooperatively in learning situations and, therefore, lack the needed social skills for doing so.

5. 
Group processing involves a group discussion of how well they are achieving their goals and how well they are maintaining effective working relationships among members.  At the end of their working period the groups process their functioning by answering two questions: (1) What is something each member did that was helpful for the group and (2) What is something each member could do to make the group even better tomorrow?  Such processing enables learning groups to focus on group maintenance, facilitates the learning of collaborative skills, ensures that members receive feedback on their participation, and reminds students to practice collaborative skills consistently. 


Problem-Based Cooperative Learning Format





TASK:  (Solve the problems)





INDIVIDUAL:  Estimate answer.  Note strategy.





COOPERATIVE:  One set of answers from the group, strive for agreement, make sure everyone is able to explain the strategies used to solve each problem.





EXPECTED CRITERIA FOR SUCCESS:  Everyone must be able to explain the strategies used to solve each problem.





EVALUATION:  Best answer within available resources or constraints.





INDIVIDUAL ACCOUNTABILITY:  One member from any group may be randomly chosen to explain (a) the answer and (b) how to solve each problem.  





EXPECTED BEHAVIORS:  Active participating, checking, encouraging, and elaborating by all members.





INTERGROUP COOPERATION:  Whenever it is helpful, check procedures, answers, and strategies with another group.





