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Informal Cooperative Learning Groups 


Informal cooperative learning groups are temporary, ad hoc groups that last for only one case period. Their purposes are to focus student attention on the material to be learned, set a mood conducive to learning, help organize in advance table material to be covered in a class session, ensure that students cognitively process the material being taught, and provide closure to an instructional session. They may be used at any time, but are especially useful during a lecture or direct teaching. Students should process information before their eyes begin to "glaze over" (some estimates of the length of time that people can attend to a lecture is around 12 to 15 minutes; students then need to actively discuss what they are learning or their minds drift away). During direct teaching the instructional challenge for the teacher is to ensure that students do the intellectual work of organizing material, explaining it, summarizing it, and integrating it into existing conceptual networks. Breaking up lectures with short cooperative processing times will give you slightly less lecture time, but will enhance what is learning and build relationships among the students in your class. It will help counter what is proclaimed as the main problem of lectures: "The information passes from the notes of the instructor to the notes of the student without passing through the mind of either one." 

The following procedure will help plan direct teaching that keeps students actively engaged intellectually. It entails having focused discussions before and after the lecture (i.e. bookends) and interspersing turn‑to‑your‑partner discussions throughout the lecture. 

1. Pre‑cuing discussion: Prepare a key question on an overhead transparency or write it on the board so that students can see it. Have students discuss the question in pairs for a couple of minutes. The discussion task is aimed at promoting advance organizing of what the students know about the topic to be presented and focus students' minds on what the lecture will cover. 

2. Turn‑To‑Your‑Partner Discussions: Divide the lecture into 10 to 12 minute segments (attention span of adults in a good lecture). Plan a short discussion task to be given to pairs of students after each segment. The task needs to be short enough that students can complete it .within two to three minutes and can be as simple as, "What are the three most important things I've given you so far?". Its purpose is to ensure that students are actively thinking about the material being presented. The discussion task may be to: 

2. Summarize the answer to the question being discussed.

2. Solve a problem. 

2. Give a reaction to the theory, concepts, or information being presented. 

2. Elaborate (relate material to past learning so that it gets integrated into existing conceptual frameworks) the material being presented. 

2. Predict what is going to be presented next.

2. Attempt to resolve the conceptual conflict the presentation has aroused. 

2. Hypothesize answers to the question being posed. 

Each discussion task should have four components: 

2. Formulate an answer to the question being asked. 

2. Share your answer with your partner. 

2. Listen carefully to her answer. 

2. Create a new answer that is superior to each member's initial formulation through the process of association, building on each other's thoughts, and synthesizing. 

Students will need to gain some experience with this procedure to become skilled in doing it within a short period of time. It is important that students are randomly called on to share their answers after most discussion tasks. Such individual accountability ensures that the pairs take the tasks seriously and check each other to ensure that both are prepared to answer. Pairs can also be asked to write down and turn in their agreed‑on responses. 

3. Final discussion: Prepare an ending discussion task to summarize what students have learned from the lecture. The discussion should result in students integrating what they have just learned into existing conceptual frameworks. The task may also point students toward what the homework will cover or what will be presented in the next class session. This application of the material shared provides closure to the lecture. 

