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Cooperative Learning Guidelines (from Tasha Souza’s Cooperative Learning Workshop) 
 
1. What is the difference between small groups and cooperative learning? 
 

Definitions 
Group Work: 

Students working together interdependently on a clearly assigned task in a group small 
enough so that everyone can participate (Farivar & Webb, 1994). 

Cooperative Learning:   
A highly structured form of group learning involving student-student positive 
interdependence, individual accountability, and group processing (Millis, 2009). 

  
Key principles include teaching interpersonal and group skills, positive interdependence, individual 
accountability and reflection and group processing. Students have a reason to work together, yet earn 
their own grades, not (or not just) an undifferentiated grade. 
 

Everyone loves a good TIPR! 
 

• Teaching interpersonal & group skills gives students guidance on appropriate group 
behaviors in order to develop effective social skills. 

• Individual accountability promotes fair evaluation.  Students receive the grades they 
earn. Free loading is minimized through self and peer critique. 

o Let students know that you will call on nonvolunteers to report on group progress. 
• Positive interdependence gives students a vested reason to work together on a task and 

fosters cooperative behaviors.  
o Students are encouraged by mutual goals (such as consensus) and/or mutual 

rewards (such as marks) in structured tasks with interdependent (and sometimes 
assigned) roles.  

• Reflection and group processing of behaviors and of social skills, such as listening and 
providing constructive feedback, often distinguish cooperative learning from less 
structured forms of group work.  

o Allows students to reflect on their learning process and outcomes as well as skills 
such as leadership, decision-making, communication, and conflict resolution.  

o After an assignment or activity, for example, students could respond to questions 
such as: 

 ‘‘How much did each of your group members contribute?’’  
 ‘‘What could be done next time to make the group function better?’’ or  
 ‘‘What were the most important things learned today?” 

2.  What are the Roots of Cooperative Learning? (Johnson & Johnson, 1992) 

 In the early 1900's, one of the founders of the Gestalt School of Psychology, Kurt Koffka, 
claimed that groups were dynamic wholes.   Dewey (1924) promoted the use of cooperative 
learning groups as part of his project method in instruction.  Research comparing cooperative 
versus competitive learning began in 1949 by Morton Deutsch.  Deutsch formulated a theory of 
cooperation and competition.  Cooperative learning fell into disuse during the 1950's and 1960's 
as competitive and individualistic learning were seen as new and innovative practices.  In 1974, 
Johnson and Johnson extended Deutsch's theory of cooperation and competition into social 
interdependence theory.  This theory assumes that the way social interdependence is structured 
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determines how individuals interact with each other.  Over the years, the effectiveness of 
cooperative learning (positive interdependence) "has been confirmed by both theoretical and 
demonstrative research" (Johnson & Johnson, 1992, p. 8). 
  
3.  What should I do before putting students in cooperative learning groups? 

 
Preparing the Groups 

• Explain to students the purpose of group work, benefits on student learning, and why you 
have decided to orient your class around cooperative learning. 

• Prep group skills. 
o Organize and prepare (liken to athletic game) 

• Involve students in creating the norms and ground rules for group learning in the class. 
• Make the group work relevant and integral to course learning outcomes.  
• Plan for each stage of group work and have students reflect upon the Four Phases of 

Group Development (Fisher, 1970) 
o Orientation (Forming) 
o Conflict (Storming) 
o Emergence (Norming) 
o Reinforcement (Performing) 

• Have students identify elements of successful and unsuccessful teams from their past 
experiences. Have students evaluate performance periodically in order to deal with any 
issues. 

• Form groups purposefully (3-5 heterogeneous members) 
o Consider mixing by age, academic propensity, gender, ethnicity, discipline, and 

also by things such as quiet/social students, cynical/optimistic, level of 
preparation, etc.  

• Create group tasks that require interdependence and fair division of labor. Strategies for 
promoting interdependence include specifying common rewards for the group, 
encouraging students to divide up the labor, and formulating tasks that compel students to 
reach a consensus. (Johnson, Johnson, Smith, 1991)  

• Address potential concerns up front such as time commitment and scheduling problems. 
o Use some class time for groups to meet and team build. 
o Assist students in using technologies such as wikis, Google Docs, Office Live so 

that students can do some of their project work online. 
o Ask for a completed group request form (see Appendix A) 

• Consider written agreements (see Appendix B) and team guides. 
o Agreement should detail what all of them will be responsible for (for example, 

being on time for meetings, completing their share of the work by certain 
deadlines, communicating regularly with other group members). 

o Agreement should detail what each person will do (Dominique will research X; 
Corey will research Y; Ling-Chi will put the draft together and elicit feedback; 
Jamal will work on the supplementary materials). 

• Provide mechanisms for groups to deal with uncooperative members.  
 

Daily Set Up of Group Task in Class 
 

• Set up with statement of goal, rationale and time amount. 
• Remind groups of ground rules for group interaction. 
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• Explain task with a visual and give examples if needed. 
• Have an extension activity (“if time, discuss…”) for faster groups. 
• Ask for questions.  

  
4.  What should I do during group work? (Observing, monitoring, interacting) 

• Supervise and mill. 
o Regularly check in with group progress. 
o Discover what students actually know or why they are struggling. 

• Minimize off-task behavior. 
o If I see a group off task I check in with them and ask for a brief update on their 

progress—it’s nonthreatening and tends to re‐orient them to the task. 
o If you are concerned about off task behavior you can ask each group to assign a 

monitor whose job is to make sure the group stays on task. 
• Build rapport by showing interest in progress. 
• Create norms for time signals (bell, 1 more minute, silent hand raise). 
• Keep the pace moving—Don’t give groups too much time to complete their work.  
• Acquire opportunities to integrate ideas overheard into a follow-up mini-lecture, 

signaling that student insights are valuable. 
• Learn new ways to communicate material by hearing student “translations” for peers. 

 
5.  What do I do after the group task is complete? 

• As often as possible, have groups share conclusions. 
• Visually represent their comments on board or overhead screen. 
• Debrief the process. Can use the EDIT framework. 

Experience 
Describe   

“What happened during the group activity?”   
“How did you feel when. . .?”   

Infer   
“How are these concepts useful in thinking about the work you will do with your 

client?”   
“What have you learned from experience?”   

Transfer principles to one’s own life. 
“How can you use what you learned today?”   
“How can you put this information to work?” 

• After an assignment or activity, collect feedback on the group process.  
o “What could be done to make the group function better?”    

• Openly discuss in class ways to respond effectively to conflicts that jeopardize group 
learning. The instructor can talk about problem behavior without naming individual 
students and without students feeling like they are being singled out for criticism. 

 
6. How should I evaluate group work?    

• Decide how to grade members of the group and clearly explain orally and in writing at 
the outset. 

• Ensure that individual student performance is assessed in some way. 
• Individual accountability can include: 

o Individual quizzes (but can do group quiz as well). 
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o Calling on individuals to present their group’s progress.  
o Assign group tasks that make up a larger whole.  Each part is graded separately 

yet there can be a group grade as well to promote collaboration. 
• Have students evaluate the effectiveness of their group and individual group members 

formatively and summatively (see Appendix C & D).  
o Have them discuss: What action has each member taken that was helpful for the 

group? What action could each member take to make the group even better? Have 
teams generate solutions to problems in the group.  

o You could let each student in the group distribute 100 points across the group but 
they may not be evenly distributed without clear written explanation. 

o Groups can be required to keep a log of their activities; at the end of the project, 
each student write a paragraph reporting who did what, which is used to raise or 
lower the grade each individual receives on the project.  

• Consider including formative assessments as part of the grade.  
• Require that all members edit one another’s work by using Track Changes and make draft 

copy available to you. 
• Allow teams to “fire” a non-contributing member (after giving warnings) or allow a 

member to “resign” from a poorly performing team. Must plan for other options. 
o I usually avoid this strategy but have given formal warnings to noncontributing 

members and even facilitated a mediation for a group.   
• Construct a rubric by which the groups will be evaluated. 
• Have rotating group roles and grade submitted reports. One week, Verna is recorder and 

will post or submit a record of the group's activities.  The following week, it rotates to a 
different group member. Weekly reports with information below allow you to step in 
quickly if the group is struggling. 

o When did they get together?  
o Who was present?  
o What did each person do?  
o What progress was made?  
o What problems arose, and how did the group address them?  
o What do they need from you, if anything?  

• Schedule a face-to-face or synchronous online meeting with each group at intervals to 
check the group's progress and dynamics. 

• Instructor intervention. Try to diagnose the reasons behind the student’s behavior before 
intervening. 

o Withdrawn, quiet, passive students. A student may be quiet and withdrawn for 
different reasons, e.g., social anxiety, being overwhelmed by the subject matter 
and unable keep up, anger and resistance about having to work in groups, lack of 
familiarity with English and so on. 

o  Domineering, overbearing, loquacious students. Again, assign and rotate roles so 
that students have various responsibilities within the group. 

o Free loaders. Free loaders don’t contribute to the group’s work. Their lack of 
effort often angers other group members and can poison the group process. Try to 
intervene before the situation is irreparable. 


