The Social Nature of Learning

Anecdote

A new year started recently in David Rodriquez’s university Spanish II course. David is only in his second year of teaching, but he’s a firm believer in the use of group activities, based on his own experiences as a learner and on the research and theory he read while studying for his M.A. 

Unfortunately, things aren’t going so well. On the first day of class, David assigned students to groups so as to get a mix in each group based on proficiency in Spanish and age, as many non-traditional (older) students are taking the course. 

Some of the groups don’t seem to be clicking so well. Not much discussion takes place in these groups, their work doesn’t seem to show any of the “two heads are better than one” magic promised in the research, and students have come up to David after class to complain about some of the groupmates and asked to switch to a group with classmates they are already friends with.

But David has faith that cooperative learning activities can work – they worked when he was a college student and they worked pretty well with his students’ last year. So, David went to the library and also talked with his more experienced colleague Melodee Metzger. 

Based on what he learned from his reading and from Melodee, David plans to try two things. First, he’s going to do some teambuilding activities in which students tell their partners about themselves. Second, when he sets up group tasks, he’s going to pay more attention to trying to create tasks in which students really need their groupmates in order to complete the task. For example, students will do the cooperative learning technique Write-Pair-Switch in which they first work alone to Write, then Pair with a partner and tell the partner what they wrote, and finally Switch partners and tell their new partner what their first partner had written. 

What it is.  
Knowledge and ideas do not come to us as individuals. Instead, in a way similar to that in which no sub-atomic particle exists without interacting with other particles, we learn via interacting with our environment, and the key feature of that environment are the people with whom we come into contact. These people include not just those, such as teachers, who are generally more knowledgeable about course content. We can also learn from peers, as well as by teaching and working with those who know less than us. Indeed, we learn from and teach others all the time, even when we aren’t in formal teaching settings. 

Three particular ways that teachers implement this view of learning as social are 

· to encourage students to learn from one another rather than solely from the teacher and the materials

· to encourage students to learn from the communities where they live and from the wider world beyond
· to encourage students and everyone in the school to have a cooperative, rather than a competitive or individualist, stance toward others.

How it links with other trends discussed in this book. 
Learners-Centeredness:

When students learn in groups, they have greater scope to exercise their autonomy than when the class is in a teacher-fronted mode. Autonomy and self-determination do not have to mean working alone.
Focus on Meaning:

Peers can help each other understand, and interaction among peers provides a fertile environment for co-constructing knowledge.
Integrated Curriculum:
Students can share with one another the connections they see between subject areas and between what happens in school and what happens outside. By working together, rather than alone, student efforts at making the world a better place are more likely to bear fruit.
Student Uniqueness:

Students can work in heterogeneous groups in order to better understand, learn from, and build cohesion with classmates different from themselves.

Thinking Skills:

Students develop and utilize a range of thinking skills as they explore, explain, critique, and debate with each other. For instance, students do not just tell groupmates their answers; they also explain how they arrived at their answers.

Assessment:

Peers can play many roles in facilitating assessment, such as when students assess their group’s functioning and the work of particular groupmates..

Teachers as Co-Learners:

Teachers too can benefit from working with peers. When they do so, teachers’ admonitions to students to work with their fellow students become a case of Walking the Talk, not of “Do as I say, not as I do.” 
Theoretical foundations. 
Roots of this social perspective on education are varied. 

· Work in the area of social psychology and group dynamics has provided insights into why some groups are successful while others flounder (Allport, 1954; Aronson, http://www.jigsaw.org/index.html; Deutsch, 1949, Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Lewin, 1935). For example, social psychologists talk about interdependence among people. When people feel positively interdependent with others, they believe a positive correlation exists between what happens to others and what happens to themselves, i.e., a gain for groupmates is a gain for them too. Conversely, when people feel negatively interdependent with others, they believe a negative correlation exists between what happens to others and what happens to themselves, i.e., a gain for groupmates is a loss for them. A third possibility is a feeling of there being no interdependence with others. In this case, people believe that no correlation exists between what happens to others and what happens to themselves, i.e., a gain or loss for groupmates has no bearing on whether they themselves gain or lose.

· Piaget (1967), as a developmental psychologist, explains how intelligence develops via interactions with others. A key concept here is disequilibrium which means that when someone presents a view from our own, we may rethink our view. As a result of this rethinking, we can develop a better understanding of the world. Writing from the standpoint of developmental psychology, Harris (1998) claims that peers’ influence on children and adolescents is stronger than that of parents. For instance, she states that children’s choice of language and the accent they use when speaking is based on the language and accent used by peers not by how parents or teachers speak.
· Cognitive psychology also values interaction as a means of promoting deeper thought - what Craik and Lockhart (1972) call “depth of processing” and encouraging students to examine their own thinking processes, such as how they plan and monitor their thinking, i.e., to engage in metacognition (Baker & Brown, 1984; Palincsar & Brown, 1984). Similarly, Webb and Farivar (1994) explore how giving explanations to peers and receiving explanations from them, rather than just answers, promotes learning. 
· Behaviorists too see value in peer interaction because peers can be an important source of motivation, e.g., students may want to study harder in order to live up to their obligations as group members (Bandura, 1965; Slavin, 1995). In addition to the teacher, groupmates offer another potential source of positive reinforcement.
· Perhaps the scholar who is most often cited in support of the idea of learning as a social process is Vygotsky (1978). According to Vygotskian sociocultural theory, everything we learn appears first on the social plane between people and then on the individual plane. We can learn not only from those more expert than ourselves but also from those at or below our current level. For instance, Koschmann (1996) describes how scholars collaborate to construct knowledge and states that students of all ages and levels– and, after all, scholars are students too – can do the same.

Classroom Implications.

Cooperative Learning

The most common way that teachers put into practice this view of learning as a social activity is via the use of group activities. Cooperative learning and collaborative learning (Baloche, 1998; Bruffee, 1993) – the term cooperative learning will be used for both -offer teachers many ideas for how they can go beyond merely asking students to work together. Teachers use these ideas to help students successfully interact with peers and to develop the capacity and the inclination to collaborate with a wide variety of people.

Principles of cooperative learning

For instance, Jacobs, Power & Loh (2002) explain eight principles that can guide the organization of groups.

· Heterogeneous grouping. Students collaborate with people different from themselves. This helps students benefit from the power of diversity (Ch. )

· Simultaneous interaction. In the typical classroom of the formerly dominant paradigm, one person – most often the teacher – talks at a time, e.g., the teacher talks, asks a question, calls on a student to answer their question, and evaluates the students answering. This is known as sequential interaction. When students are in groups, the aim is for one person per group to be talking. Many students are talking simultaneously. Thus the term simultaneous interaction.

· Equal participation. With simultaneous interaction, one person per group is talking, but it might be the same one person all the time. Everyone needs an equal opportunity to participate if the benefits of diversity are to come to the fore.

· Individual accountability. To complement the opportunity to participate, we hope that group members experience a feeling of responsibility to use that opportunity in order to promote their own learning and that of groupmates.

· Positive interdependence. Why should people feel a responsibility not just to themselves but also to their group? In successful groups, people often feel like they are part of a team that sinks or swims together. They do their best to help their groupmates and have faith that their groupmates will do the same for them.

· Collaborative skills. In order to help others, receive help, and work toward common goals, people need the ability to interact skillfully. Such collaborative skills include asking for help, giving explanations, checking that others understand, and disagreeing politely. Many collaborative skills are also skills that promoting thinking. For example, giving explanations provides an important way to help groupmates, at the same time that it pushes the giver of the explanation to think more deeply.

· Group autonomy. A step toward lifelong learning involves students relying on each other, not just the teacher. In the short-term, this may be messy with groups falling on their face, but we should remember non-linearity and encourage students to stand on their own two feet, or, in the case of a group of four, on their own eight feet..

· Cooperation as a value. Social learning is more likely to succeed when a spirit of cooperation pervades the class, school, and beyond (Sapon-Shevin, 1999). Two ways to foster this spirit are:

· Making cooperation part of the what (the content) of teaching not just the how (the methodology), e.g., students read stories in which they see the value of cooperation (Wood, Roser, & Martinez, 2001) or do math problems using statistics about issues of justice (Ruenzel, 1999).

· Looking at the hidden curriculum of school, i.e., what is taught by the way school is organized. For instance, norm-referenced evaluation and lots of winner-take-all contests send a message about the value of competition. 

Cooperative learning techniques

A wide variety of cooperative learning techniques exist. Different techniques will be appropriate with different learning goals and will match with different views of teaching. Furthermore, techniques can be adapted to fit particular learning situations. Here are three techniques.

Snowball (Kearney, 1993)
Snowball is actually two techniques. Forward Snowball involves students in working together to generate ideas, and in Reverse Snowball, students choose from among the ideas their group has generated. 

· Forward Snowball 

This technique is used for brainstorming and highlights the benefit of heterogeneity because it is good for gathering as many ideas or as much information as possible. 

Step 1 – Each group member works alone to list ideas or information.

Step 2 – Pairs explain their lists to each other and then make a combined list. Duplications are eliminated.

Step 3 – Pair One and Pair Two get together and make a combined list. Duplications are eliminated.  

Forward Snowball is also useful for teambuilding (creating bonds among group members) because it provides dramatic proof that two (or more) heads really are better than one. 

Uses for Forward Snowball

Language Arts: The teacher writes a fairly long word on the board, such as ‘important.’ Students do Forward Snowball to see how many words they can generate using the letters of ‘important.’

Mathematics: The teacher challenges students to use unconventional means to measure the girth of a tree trunk. Students use Forward Snowball to suggest the different ways of measuring such as the use of pipe cleaners and handspans.

Science: The teacher writes a discussion question on the board, such as “What are some ways that organisms ensure their own survival?’ Students do Forward Snowball to list various survival techniques, such as swallowtail butterflies mimicking monarch butterflies, lizards changing colors to camouflage themselves, and wind pollinated plants producing copious amounts of pollen.

Social Studies: The class has read about past and recent examples of discrimination. In groups, they use Forward Snowball to generate ways that the victims of discrimination and witnesses to discrimination can work against it.

· Reverse Snowball

In Forward Snowball, the group’s list gets bigger and bigger. In Reverse Snowball, it gets smaller. Thus, this technique builds analysis and evaluation skills.

Step 1 – Each group member works alone to list ideas or information.

Step 2 – Pairs explain their lists to each other and then make a list of only those items that appear on both lists or only those that they think are the best.

Step 3 – Two pairs repeat the same process. 

Uses for Reverse Snowball

Language Arts: Each group member lists four examples of good writing in a particular text. By Step 3 of Reverse Snowball, they try to agree on the best example of good writing in the text.

Mathematics: Each group member lists the ways that the given data could be represented (raw data, paragraph summary, pie chart, line graph, and bar graph). Using Reverse Snowball, they try to agree on the best way to represent the particular data for a particular audience.

Science: Each group member lists the food that they would like to eat for dinner. Using Reverse Snowball, they eliminate foods that are unhealthy or unappealing and agree on a menu of healthy, appealing food.

Social Studies: The class has read about past and recent examples of discrimination. After they generate ways that the victims of discrimination and witnesses to discrimination can work against it, they think of situations in which they experience or witness discrimination and choose one or two ways they will use to contest the discrimination.

Student Teams – Achievement Divisions (STAD) (Slavin, 1995)
STAD is used as part of the Success for All program (Slavin & Madden, 2001?; http://www.successforall.net) at preschool, elementary, and intermediate school levels which combines cooperative learning with tutoring, parental involvement, and other factors to help at risk students. The first three steps in this 4-step technique are simple. The last is a bit tricky.

1. The teacher provides the class with instruction on a particular topic.

2. Students study the topic further in their groups in preparation for a quiz.

3. Students take the quiz independently of their groupmates.

4. The teacher (or students) scores the quiz. Now comes the tricky part (but made easier nowadays by computers). Students’ scores are compared to their past average. Points are computed based on how well each student did relative to their previous work.

Example of a STAD Team Point System

	Points to Team
	Score on  Recent Quiz
	Examples

	30
	Perfect Paper (no matter what the past average is)
	Crystal gets 30 points for her team because she got a perfect score of 100, even though her past average was 97.



	30
	More than 10 points above past average
	Bruce got 30 points for his team because he scored a 89 on the quiz, which is 11 above his past average of 78.



	20
	Past average to 10 points above past average
	Aisha got 20 points for her team because she scored 92 and her past average was 88.



	10
	1 to 10 points below past average
	Octavio got 10 points for his team because his score of 82 on the quiz was 3 points below his past average of 85.



	0
	More than 10 points below past average
	Sarah did not get any points for her team because her 82 was 17 points below her past average of 98.




Once we calculate the number of points each student has earned for their team, these points are averaged to determine if the team will receive recognition, in such forms as certificates, bulletin board notices, or the chance to do their silent cheer or team handshake. Below is the recognition points system for STAD recommended by the people at Success for All.

Table XX STAD’s Team Recognition System Based on Average Improvement Points

25 or more point average
Super Team

20 point average

Great Team

15 point average

Good Team

Building Community

Important factors in successful collaboration are feelings of caring, trust, and safety. Students are more likely to ask for help, take risks, and share with others in an atmosphere in which people care about, respect, and protect one another. At the same time that we are part of a community, we also maintain our individual identities.

There is another important paradox in living systems: Each organism 

maintains a clear sense of its individual identity within a larger network of relationships that helps shape its identity. Each being is noticeable as a separate entity, yet it is simultaneously part of a whole system (Wheatley, 1999, p. 20)

Creating such an atmosphere takes time and skilled effort. Here are several ideas for promoting this community spirit.

· Discussing group functioning. One way to foster collaborative skills (one of the cooperative learning principles mentioned above) is for individual groups and the class as a whole to discuss how groups are functioning (Gibbs, 1994). For instance, a group that has been working together fairly well can share with the rest of the class their ideas about what helped them work well together. Other topics for group and class discussion are what groups can do to work better in the future and how students can apply what they have learned about groups in the classroom to groups they are in outside the classroom.

· Chat rooms and e-groups. Chat rooms involve synchronous (at the same time) interaction among students. E-groups involve asynchronous (at different times) interaction. These electronic forums can be open only to course members. 

· Groups helping other groups. When cooperative learning is used successfully, groups believe that their task is not completed until:

a. Everyone in the group understands the concepts being taught and has improved their skills. For instance, if a group has finished answering the problems in an accounting textbook, they are not finished until everyone in the group, working alone, could do all the problems and explain how they arrived at their answers.

b. Everyone in the class understands the concepts being taught and has improved their skills. Thus, a group is not done just because they have finished their task. Instead, they look around the room to see if other groups might be able to benefit from their assistance. In this way, the feeling of positive interdependence extends beyond the small classroom group to encompass the entire class.

Awareness of intergroup competition. In the same spirit as groups feeling that they should help other groups, we also want to think about whether groups feel positively or negatively interdependent with other groups in the classroom. While competition between groups can be fun and help to motivate students, it can also lead to bad feelings and decrease the likelihood of groups helping each other.

Student collaboration not in their class and not in their classroom

Learning can take place in many different places and with many different types of people. Here are some examples of how we 

· Cross-age tutoring  (Cockburn, Isbister, & Sim-Goh, 1997; Samway, Whang, & Pippit, 1995)
In cross-age tutoring, older students work with younger students. For instance, upper elementary school students can read aloud to lower elementary school students and help the younger students with their writing. The older students provide positive models to the younger ones, and the older ones build confidence and skills in the process. Ideally, such tutoring programs involve even lower proficiency older students, as the experience can provide these lower proficiency students a boost to their motivation and self-esteem.

· Out-of-class academic collaboration (Jacobs, Hussein, Fazilah, & Crookall, 2001; Treisman, 1983)). 

Bloom (1984) states that peer interaction outside the classroom- not just inside the classroom - can also be crucial to academic success. Such out-of-class academic collaboration (OCAC) can be organized in at least three ways.

1. Institutionally-sponsored OCAC, e.g., peer tutoring programmes established by institutions where students who are more proficient in a subject area are chosen by the institution (and sometimes paid or otherwise rewarded) to tutor students weak in that subject. These programmes may be sponsored by the institution where students are studying, or by other organizations, such as religious or ethnic organizations. 
2. Teacher-initiated OCAC, e.g., a teacher assigns students to work together on a homework assignment. Project work is another area in which teachers often organize students to work together outside of class.
3. Student-initiated OCAC, e.g., a group of students meet together on their own to study for an examination or to complete an assignment. Sokolove (1998) did a small experiment in his biology course. The final item on the exam asked students to indicate whether they had studied with anyone for the exam. Those who studied together did better on the exam. This result might seem surprising, as some people might think that the higher achieving students would be able to learn on their own, while the lower achieving students would be the ones who seek out help. However, Treisman (1983) believes that many successful students come to see OCAC as an important strategy for academic success, and Treisman’s research suggests that lack of such as support network can be a precursor of academic failure.  
Some schools and universities promote OCAC by providing special facilities. For example, universities may have group study rooms in libraries, and schools might designate classrooms and other rooms for group study after school. It is interesting to ask students how their groups function outside of school and whether anything can be learned from that to improve the functioning of in-class groups.

Roles of Students

Students play a wide range of roles as they interact with peers and others. Within a group, possible roles include (Jacobs, Power, & Loh, 2002):

· Facilitator (also called Coach) – keeps the group on task and checks that everyone knows what the instructions are 

· Time Keeper – keeps track of the time limits

· Checker – checks to see that all group members have understood

· Encourager (also called Cheerleader) – encourages everyone to participate and leads the celebration of success

· Recorder – keeps notes on what the group has discussed – these can be in normal note form or in the shape of a graphic organizer, such as word webs or mind maps

· Reporter – reports the group’s work to other groups or the whole class

· Materials Manager – makes sure the groups has the materials it needs and that these are properly taken care of

· Questioner – asks questions to prompt the group to go more deeply and broadly into their task

· Summarizer – highlights the main things the group has discussed, keeps track of the group’s progress

· Paraphraser – restates what the previous speaker said to check comprehension

· Praiser – compliments groupmates for their ideas and their role in the group

· Elaborator – connects the group’s ideas to other things they have studied or to out-of-school contexts 

· Safety Monitor – helps to see that safety procedures are followed when groups use potentially dangerous equipment

· Conflict Creator – plays the role of devil’s advocate bringing out opposing points of view and other possibilities, as well as unearthing the conflicting ideas that are already in the group but that are being unexpressed or ignored

· Sound Hound – makes sure the noise level does not go too high

· Observer – notes how the group is working together 

These roles rotate so that students have opportunities to try on different responsibilities for group success. This fits with the concept of distributed leadership (Johnson & Johnson, 1999), i.e., even when playing a seemingly minor role, such as timekeeper, by doing it well, that person leads to group by improving their chances for success.

Roles of Teachers

Teachers will very likely still sometimes be using a whole-class mode, for example, explaining to the class or showing a video or CD-ROM. When we are lecturing, we teachers seldom feel bored, but when students are collaborating with one another, time may pass rather slowly for us. For this and other reasons, we may be very tempted to stop the group activity or intervene in a group. Those will sometimes be the correct options. However, in keeping with the principle of group autonomy, we may want to resist the temptation to intervene. 

Instead, we can:

· Be observers, noticing such phenomena as how well students are working together, their understanding of the material, and the process by which they are going about their work (Ch. ).  

· Participate in work similar to what students are doing, either alone or as a group member. For instance, if students are doing science projects, we can join a group or be doing a project of our own, perhaps with people outside a school, e.g., a local environmental organization. This fits with the idea of Teachers as Co-Learners (Ch. ).

· Give students space to try to learn on their own. The way that most teachers use group activities is to first give some teacher input and then have a group activity in which students use in some way what the teacher has taught. But what if instead students had reached the point of group autonomy in which we could reduce the time needed for teacher input or move it to a later part of the lesson? In other words, students would be reaching a stage in which they don't always need the teacher to predigest everything for them - even materials written especially for students. It's like some animals first eat food and then vomit it out for their babies to eat. Maybe we can vomit less. We hope you didn't just finish eating before reading this!

Roles of Instructional Materials

There are several ways that materials can promote collaboration among students.

· The materials or teachers guides that accompany them can give specific suggestions for which activities to do via collaboration among students and how such collaboration should be organized.

· Students and teachers can use their own knowledge and experience to decide these issues.

· Rather than relying on existing materials, students can rely on one another as well as others in the school and beyond to locate learning materials and can develop their materials for themselves and others. An example of students developing their own materials is when students do research, e.g., by interviewing classmates, family members, and others, write a report on their findings, and disseminate their report.

Contemporary Controversies

Debate and conflict can help learning. Indeed, there is even a cooperative learning technique called Cooperative Controversy (Johnson & Johnson, 1999). Here are two controversies that arise when teachers reflect on the social nature of learning.

· How much should teachers structure student-student interaction?

In a video that discusses cooperative learning as one means of implementing a multiple intelligences approach to teaching (National Professional Resources, 1995), a teacher remarks that students seem to work together better when she doesn’t tightly organize their interaction. An example of tightly organized interaction would be in the cooperative learning technique Circle of Speakers in which each member of a group of four is to take turns to speak. On one hand, this structuring encourages everyone in the group to participate and makes it less likely that one or two members will dominate a group. On the other hand, because everyone taking a turn is not the usual way that conversation flows, trying to enforce this turn taking may impede communication. 

· Should group members all receive the same grade?

If students have worked together on a project or some other task, giving everyone in the group the same grade makes sense for several reasons.

a. Many times in life, groups succeed or fail together. For instance, if people are working together to support or oppose a ballot initiative, they all win or lose, regardless of how much each contributed to the effort.

b. Positive interdependence may increase when students all receive the same grade. Thus, students may be more willing to ask for and give each other help.

c. Determining how much each student contributed to their group can be very difficult.

At the same time, a number of good reasons can be given for why group members should each receive a separate grade.

a. People looking at students’ grade, such as university admissions officers, may have difficulty interpreting what a group grade says about an individual student’s ability and work.

b. The same student could get a different grade depending on their groupmates. With higher achieving and more motivated groupmates, a higher grade would be likely.

c. Students may be demotivated if they feel their grade doesn’t clearly reflect what they themselves have contributed.

A third option when grades are used to accompany group activities lies in using a combination of individual and group grading.

Poem
These poems, penned collaboratively by groups of teachers in an after-school program in New York, capture part of what the Social Nature of Learning is all about.

Group #1

When we teach we learn twice

Then we see the world through another’s eyes

My lenses shine brown but now I understand blue better

Then the reds and yellows sing until we see the rainbow

Group #2

When we teach we learn twice

Young minds bend and stretch

Extending an idea beyond right and wrong

We dance when we see the light in their eyes 

Group #3

When we teach we learn twice

When we preach we don’t heed the advice 

When we don’t walk our own talk

The magic we could make turns into dusts of chalk

Group #4

When we teach we learn twice

But we have to work three times as hard

To plan our plan of how to plan

Rewards are in the noise of discovery

Group #5

When we teach we learn twice

Equal participation and individual accountability

Is what we all want

But it will take time before we reach the promised land

