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Cooperative Learning Strategies (from Tasha Souza’s Cooperative Learning Workshop) 
 

Numbered Heads Together 
 
Groups are informed that one group member (unidentified ahead of time) will be responsible for 
reporting the group’s work. This approach: a) encourages all students to learn the material; b) 
encourages weaker students to request and receive peer coaching; c) encourages shyer or less-
able students to take a leadership role because they represent the group. (Kagan, 1989)  

 
Group Grid* 

 
The learning activity involves analyzing, classifying, organizing subject matter. The instructor 
creates a 
grid or matrix based on several categories or criteria. Students use the grid to classify course 
concepts. 
After groups complete their grids the instructor shows the correct version. Students compare 
their work, 
ask questions and revise their ideas. 

1. Form groups and distribute blank grid as a handout. 
2. Give students uncategorized, scrambled items of information. 
3. Groups categorize the information in the grid. Instructor should recommend process—

open discussion, take turns, divide categories w/in group. 
4. Instructor displays correct version of the grid. Students compare their work, ask questions 

and revise. 
Why use it? 

• To help students process and re‐organize information. 
• Useful when students are trying to absorb a lot of new information. Analyzing and 

re‐organizing the material is better than simply re‐reading it. 
 

Group Writing Assignments* 
 
The learning activity involves collaborative work that culminates in a group‐authored 
document. Assign 
groups to write (and submit) Wikipedia entries on course‐related topics, design informative 
websites, or create study guides for the course. 

1. Use a wiki, Google Docs, or Office Live for collaborative writing. 
2. Use assignment that has authentic purpose and audience such as creating Wikipedia 

entries or study guides for the course. 
3. Establish guidelines to scaffold the process. 

Why use it? 
• Use writing‐ to‐ learn to help students develop and revise ideas. 
• Students have opportunities to see how other students view the same topic and learn from 

peer editing. 
• An assignment with an authentic purpose and audience can increase students’ interest and 

commitment. 
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Roundtable* 

Roundtable is a cooperative learning structure useful for brainstorming, reviewing, predicting, or 
practicing a skill. Use a single sheet of paper for each cooperative learning group. Students in the 
group respond in turn to a question or problem by stating their ideas aloud as they write them on 
the paper.  

It is important that the ideas be vocalized for several reasons: (a) silence in a setting like this is 
boring, rather than golden; (b) other team members need to be reflecting on the proffered 
thoughts; (c) variety results because teammates learn immediately that someone has come up 
with an idea they know now not to repeat; and (d) hearing the responses said aloud means that 
students do not have to waste valuable brainstorming time by reading the previous ideas on the 
page.  

Team members are encouraged not to skip turns, but if their thoughts are at a standstill, they are 
allowed to say "Pass" rather than to turn the brainstorm into a “brain drizzle.” Thus, there is 
almost universal participation in Roundtable.  

Roundtable is most effective when used in a carefully sequenced series of activities. The 
brainstorming can reinforce ideas from the readings or can be used to set the stage for upcoming 
discussions. Students, for example, could identify the characteristics of an effective leader or the 
attributes of terrorism before these topics are formally introduced. Comparing a student-
generated list with those of the "experts," creates interest. Many creative uses can be made of the 
ideas generated, depending on their nature.  

In Roundtable, the multiple answers encourage creativity and deeper thinking. This activity 
builds positive interdependence among team members because of the shared writing surface, but 
more importantly, it builds team cohesion and reinforces the power of teamwork because 
students see in action the value of multiple viewpoints and ideas. 

Send/Pass a Problem* 

This structure is particularly effective for problem solving. Its exact source is unknown. The 
Howard County Maryland Staff Development Center developed a version of it inspired by 
Kagan's (1989) work. The starting point is a list of problems or issues, which can be generated 
by students through an activity such as a Roundtable or can be teacher-selected. Each team 
identifies the particular problem or issue upon which they wish to focus initially and records 
their choice on the front of a folder or envelope. Each team selects a different problem. The 
teams then brainstorm effective solutions for these problems and write them down on a piece of 
paper. At a predetermined time, the ideas are placed in the folder or envelope and forwarded to 
another team. The members of the second team, without looking at the ideas already generated, 
compile their own list. This second set of ideas is forwarded to a third team which now looks at 
the suggestions provided from the other teams, adds its own, and then decides on the two most 
effective solutions. Alternatively, the teams can come up with a synthesis of the ideas from all 
three teams.  Besides encouraging collaborative higher order thinking skills, this structure results 
in student evaluative judgments, the highest cognitive level in Bloom's well-known taxonomy. 
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Reports to the whole group occur as time permits and can take many forms, including written 
reports when the material is relatively complex. Some faculty members use this structure for 
examination review sessions by putting typical exam questions in folders for group problem 
solving. 

Slide: Send-a-Problem 
This structure is particularly effective for problem solving.   The starting point is a list of 
problems or issues, which can be generated by students through an activity such as a Roundtable 
or Snowball Discussion or can be teacher-selected. Each team identifies the particular problem or 
issue upon which they wish to focus initially and records their choice on the front of a folder or 
envelope. Each team selects a different problem. The teams then brainstorm effective solutions 
for these problems and write them down on a piece of paper. At a predetermined time, the ideas 
are placed in the folder or envelope and forwarded to another team. The members of the second 
team, without looking at the ideas already generated, compile their own list. This second set of 
ideas is forwarded to a third team which now looks at the suggestions provided from the other 
teams, adds its own, and then decides on the two most effective solutions. Alternatively, the 
teams can come up with a synthesis of the ideas from all three teams.  Besides encouraging 
collaborative higher order thinking skills, this structure results in student evaluative judgments, 
the highest cognitive level in Bloom's well-known taxonomy. Reports to the whole group occur 
as time permits and can take many forms, including written reports when the material is 
relatively complex. Some faculty members use this structure for examination review sessions by 
putting typical exam questions in folders for group problem solving. 

 
 

The Playing Card Model * 
 
Organize students into groups (I call them “teams” )by using a deck of cards.  Heterogeneous 
groups can easily be created through moodle and then named according to a card.number or face 
card (Ace through King) in one of the four suits to each student (can use jokers to create groups 
of five). The results can equal p to 13 groups of 4 students, depending on which face cards you 
use, The process can be repeated for each additional 52 students in the class by adding a color 
(e.g., 13 blue groups, 13 yellow groups, etc.).  
 
Using this approach helps with distributing and returning assignments, monitoring group 
activity, and provides opportunities for quick assessment of student performance for spontaneous 
corrections.  It also builds accountability. Teams are responsible for submitting all worksheets. 
 
Students are permanently assigned to a specific group for the semester, resulting in a unique 
identity (e.g., King of Hearts in the Yellow group).  Their unique identities facilitate the “luck of 
the draw” to select a spokesperson for the class by randomly drawing a card from the deck. This 
underscores each student’s accountability for the group activities by introducing the uncertainly 
of being called upon to report. Go around reporting can also be done by calling on a certain suit 
(“Let’s hear from the hearts from each groups first”). 
  
Seating Arrangements  
Normally, students sit in the same seat for every class and the teacher roams, interacting with 
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random groups. Auditorium seating poses special challenges. Groups can be seated by having 
two students in two adjacent rows to sit as a group. Improve the teacher’s access to groups not 
near the aisles by rotating groups in each row so the groups shift one position over each class 
meeting so all groups have a turn at aisle seating regularly throughout the term. Identify each 
team with tent cards with the group’s color and number located at each group’s area—this helps 
with follow-up after class.  
 
The Folders  
Each group has a suitably colored reusable folder with side pockets. Folders are used to manage 
the class and contain all the materials that the group will need for the semester. The folders are 
also used to distribute handouts and instructions/forms for activities and to return assignments 
and tests.  
Each folder labeled with group number can contain:  

• An explanation of how the folders work  
• Cards with instructions for each of the four roles of group members  
• A schedule of rotating role assignments for the semester  
• A roll sheet for attendance  
• A tent card with the group number  
• Flash cards, if used, for quick surveys  

 
Four Roles within the Group: 
Each student is assigned a role in the group, which rotates with each week allowing students to 
participate and to learn the skills associated with each role. The suits are used to assign roles, 
with a schedule of role assignments for the semester in each group’s folder. Students are 
reminded of the current week’s roles by a slide projected on the classroom screen at the outset of 
the class.  
 
Recorder  

• Take roll each class, noting students present, absent, and if they are late or leave early.  
• Take notes during discussions and activities.  
• Send instructor email at the end of the week summarizing the group’s work in a short 

paragraph. Describe the level of preparation and participation by group members, any 
questions, challenges, and things that worked well.  

 
Discussion Leader  

• Facilitate the discussion, getting everyone to participate.  
• Monitor the time and keep the group on task.  

 
Folder Monitor  

• Pick up group folder at the beginning of class and return it at the end of class.  
• Post the tent card at your group’s location.  
• Give the role sheet to the Recorder.  
• Distribute materials in the folder and collect any materials to be turned in  

 
Spokesperson  

o Represent the group when oral reports are requested unless the spokesperson is identified 
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by the “luck of the draw.”  
 
Tips for Success  

• Use a spreadsheet with a column for listing groups. Record grades by groups--grading 
papers folder-by folder--so student assignments do not need to be re-filed. Sort the list 
alphabetically when reporting final grades.  

• Select heterogeneous groups.  
• Save time moving out of group work by using a quiet signal (e.g., a raised hand) to 

silence the room quickly.  
• Assign an extension activity to challenge high-performing groups and keep everyone on 

task.  
• Model appropriate social skills, including ways of providing constructive feedback or 

eliciting more in-depth responses through probing questions.  
• Allow students to discover their own connections and creative solutions: cooperative 

learning is not prescriptive.  
• When homework is paired with cooperative in-class activities and targeted feedback, 

repetition aids learning. Consider peer reviews or other meaningful uses of out-of-class 
assignments.  

 
Jigsaw Learning 

 
Aronson, E., Blaney, N., Stephan, C., Sikes, J., & Snapp, M. (1978). The jigsaw classroom, 

Sage. 
 
The jigsaw structure promotes positive interdependence and also provides a simple method to 
ensure individual accountability. First introduced by Aronson, et al. (1978) the basic premise of 
jigsaw is to divide a problem into sections, one for each group member. Each student receives 
resources to complete only his/her part. The students who are responsible for the same section 
join together and form a new, temporary focus group whose purpose is for the students to 

• master the concepts in their section, and 
• to develop a strategy for teaching what they have learned to the other students in their 

original collaborative learning group.  
 
To illustrate the structure, we will describe four collaborative learning groups, each with four 
students (Millis and Cottell, 1998): 
      Group A: Student 1A, Student 2A, Student 3A, Student 4A 
      Group B: Student 1B, Student 2B, Student 3B, Student 4B 
      Group C: Student 1C, Student 2C, Student 3C, Student 4C 
      Group D: Student 1D, Student 2D, Student 3D, Student 4D 
 
All of the students with number 1 form focus group 1 and are given the same concept to master. 
Students with number 2 form focus group 2 and are given a different concept to master, and so 
on. These temporary focus groups become experts in the section given to them and develop a 
strategy to explain their understanding to their original group members. After the focus groups 
have completed their work, the original collaborative learning groups (Groups A to D) re-
assemble. The students then teach one another the sections they have worked on. To ensure 
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individual accountability, the students can be evaluated on all sections of the task (Millis and 
Cottell, 1998). 
 
Besides the more traditional jigsaw structure, Millis and Cottell (1998) discuss another variation, 
Within-Team Jigsaw, where the original collaborative learning team is divided into two pairs of 
students who work with one another. This pair replaces the temporary focus group. Each pair 
teaches the other pair part of the knowledge needed to complete the task. If Within-Team Jigsaw 
is limited to two-part-problems, it becomes easier to implement than a Jigsaw with a four-part 
structure. 
 
Finally, Clarke (1994) presents the jigsaw structure in stages and discusses several variations of 
the jigsaw structure including different group sizes and different stage implementation. These 
stages can be summarized as: 

• Stage 1: Introduction of the topic to the class as a whole 
• Stage 2: Focused Exploration: The focus pairs or groups of four first struggle with the 

section they have been assigned. 
• Stage 3: Reporting and Reshaping: The students return to their original groups and 

instruct their teammates based on their findings from the focus groups. 
• Stage 4: Integration and Evaluation: The team connects the various pieces generated 

by the individual members, addresses new problems posed by the instructor, or 
evaluates the group product.  

The jigsaw structure is complex and is probably more appropriate for experienced students or 
instructors. It may be best suited for the end of the semester when the students are comfortable 
with group work. There are high expectations and responsibilities placed on the students. 
Teaching the students in the original group can be a demanding experience for students. This can 
be mitigated if the jigsaw structure is altered so two group members share the same section and 
then join with another pair of students, if the sections are more open-ended so there is no single 
right answer, or if students are encouraged to take notes during the focus groups to provide a 
support when the original groups re-assembles (Clarke, 1994). 

 

 

Within-Team Jigsaw* 

In Within-Team Jigsaw, the expert groups consist of a pair formed within a quad. If instructors 
are using playing cards to identify team roles, the suits can be used for pairing, black suits 
forming one pair and red suits the other. These suit partners function as smaller expert learning 
teams, similar to their larger counterparts formed in Jigsaw. Any fifth member (sometimes 
identified with a wild card or joker) joins a pair to form a triad or trio.  

As in Jigsaw, the two pairs master their part of the material and plan to teach it to the other pair. 
At the conclusion of the specified work time, the students regroup in their original teams. There 
they teach one another their portion of the problem. They can be asked to compare and contrast 
the results and to discuss their implications.  
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Within-Team Jigsaw is easier to implement than Jigsaw. Its disadvantage lies in the fact that the 
"puzzle" can have only two pieces. In Jigsaw the number of pieces is limited only by the 
imagination of the instructor and the number of students in the class. Within-Team Jigsaw, 
however, can be a creative, efficient way to ensure content mastery and peer learning. Some 
faculty members use it to check and review homework problems. 

Three-Stay One-Stray* 

Like "Stand Up and Share," this structure requires the easy identification of a team member who 
will become the group’s spokesperson. After the problem solving discussions are complete and 
all team members indicate that they can give the team's report, the teacher designates the student 
from each team who will "stray." That is, one student from each group (such as the "Number 
One" or the "Diamond") leaves it and rotates to an adjoining team to give the report. In large 
classes it is essential that the order of rotation is clear. Playing cards work particularly well 
because the "Aces" know to rotate to the "Twos," the "Jacks" to the Queens," and so forth. The 
teacher can also designate the rotation of the folders (The yellow Kings’ spokesperson rotates the 
blue Ace team, etc.) 

The designated student, who is welcomed as a visitor, shares with this new team the results of his 
original group's discussion, giving proposed solutions to problems or summarizing discussions. 
As a sponge activity, the team can share with the visitor their report.  Additional rotations may 
be desirable if the topic prompted divergent thinking and solutions. Three rotations allow a 
variety of reports and give the spokespersons practice time. Three rotations are also helpful for 
accountability. When the straying visitor returns to the home team, the three team members can 
one-by-one summarize the reports they heard from the three other teams. 

Three-Stay One-Stray offers a low-threat forum where students can exchange ideas and build 
social skills such as asking probing questions. It also offers students the opportunity to learn by 
teaching. Placing the report-out responsibility on the students reinforces the valuable concept 
that knowledge resides within the learning community, not just with the "authority-figure," the 
instructor. Perhaps its greatest value lies in its efficiency. Instead of, for example, ten sequenced 
five-minute reports to entire class (50 minutes, plus transition time), individual students are 
simultaneously giving five-minute reports throughout the room. 

*Adapted from Millis, B. (2001) 


