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Abstract

This research project examined how cooperative learning groups can be used to increase student motivation, increase academic achievement and promote positive social interaction among social studies students who speak English as a second language.  The students attended an urban high school in the Midwest, the only bi-lingual high school in the district.  Two classes were involved in the research project.  One class consisted of nineteen students and the other had eighteen.  Both classes were studying World History.
Students were introduced to the intervention during a pilot study.  They were then given a pre-intervention survey and answered two post-intervention surveys.  Records were kept of the students grades on both their projects and group grades. 
The result of this action research was that the majority of students liked working in cooperative groups and that project scores rose slightly between the first and second time the intervention was implemented in the classroom.  
Introduction
According to the literature, cooperative learning has been shown to be a useful teaching strategy that improves academic achievement, incorporates high level thinking and enhances students’ social skills.  It is a strategy that has been used in many classrooms and has been the topic of many research studies.  There are different ways to describe cooperative learning.  It may be referred to as collaborative learning or small-group work.  It also means different things to different theorists.  “Vygotsky viewed collaborative learning as part of a process leading to the social construction of knowledge” (as cited in Mueller & Fleming, 2001, p. 259).  Some scholars considered cooperative learning to be a “form of critical pedagogy that moves classrooms and societies closer to the ideal of social justice” (Kohn, Sapon-Shevin & Schniedewand as cited in Mueller & Fleming, p. 259).  Still, others see it as “a strategy to help students improve intellectual and social skills” (Burron, James & Ambroing as cited in Mueller & Fleming, p. 259).   Regardless of which theory one believes, cooperative learning is a strategy that appears to be successful in raising students’ levels of academic achievement. 

According to Johnson and Johnson, cooperative learning “involves students working together in small groups to complete shared academic tasks [and is] characterized by division of labor, interdependence to reach a mutual goal and group rewards for goal attainment” (as cited in Siegel, 2005, p. 220). “The result is that students perform higher academically and are more motivated to achieve than they would be if they worked alone” (Johnson & Johnson (1999) as cited in Gillies, 2003, p. 137).   

Groups typically have three to five students in them, with four usually being the optimum number.  Research has found that most teachers prefer heterogeneous groups composed of one high achieving student, two mid-level achievers and one lower achieving student, although that has recently been up for debate.  It has been shown “that while there is no evidence that one form of grouping is superior, low-ability children do benefit from interacting with higher-ability children and children of higher ability are not disadvantaged by working in mixed-ability groups” (Gillies, 2006, p. 277).

Most studies show that teachers learn how to use cooperative learning before implementing it in their classroom, typically attending a workshop where they were taught fundamental principles of the strategy and how to organize cooperative learning in their classrooms.  Incorporating cooperative learning in the classroom takes a lot of planning and cannot just be thrown together on a whim.  Students must be introduced to the strategy if they are to be responsible for their own learning. Teachers may want to go over ground rules in order to help them understand what they are to do and how it is to be done (e.g., Gillies, 2003).  For example, a teacher might tell the students, “All information is to be shared.  Students work toward reaching agreements and take responsibility for their decisions. The group is to expect challenges and provide reasons for their choices.  Everyone in the group is expected to participate and encourage others to speak”.  Teachers then give the students a detailed instruction on what the task is.  Some studies showed that the teacher appointed each member a specific task, while others indicated that leaders were democratically elected within the group, who then assigned each group member a specific responsibility (e.g., Mueller & Fleming).  
Most studies involved students working on problem-based activities or discovery orientated ones, often in a science classroom, though it has been shown that cooperative learning can work within other subjects as well, such as Math.   It is imperative that the tasks be open-ended so the students will discuss ideas and cooperate with one another.  Once working together, it has been shown that students engage in multiple helping behaviors.  These are described by Gillies (2003) as playing a crucial role within cooperative learning groups.  These behaviors include “giving and receiving elaborated verbal help” (Gillies, 2003, p. 137), providing explanations to each other, clarifying misconceptions, and sharing new ideas.  When students have to explain concepts or relevant information, it helps them to gain a better understanding of what is being taught because they have to cognitively restructure the information.  “This process of restructuring often requires explainers to  reexamine their own understandings, fill in gaps in their own learning, and explain it in such a way that they often learn the material better than they would have by themselves” (Gillies, 2003, p. 137).  It also enhances their feelings of self-efficacy because they are recognized by their peers as being helpful.  

Student motivation is enhanced greatly when working in groups.  The interdependence characterized by cooperative learning “helps children develop a sense of ‘group’” (Gillies, 2003, p.137).  They feel mutually responsible for each others’ performance and learn how to give and receive help.  It is also a fact that cooperative learning gives students a feeling of control over what they are doing, which leads to the self-determination that is necessary for motivation and high achievement.  “When children were provided with the opportunity of working cooperatively together to 

exercise control over their own learning, they were more committed to the group goals and had a greater unanimity of purpose than when cooperation was not actively promoted” (Gillies, 2003, p. 139).

Although this strategy has been shown to be successful in many studies, involving both elementary and middle school children, it is especially helpful to African American students.  Studies show that African American culture involves a deeper sense of community than that of European descent.  “A communal orientation is marked by the priority of social bonds, awareness of interconnectedness among people, and a sense of mutual responsibility” (Hurley, Boykin & Allen, 2005, p. 516).  These characteristics are present in cooperative learning, and therefore lend themselves to better achievement in African American students because it incorporates themes that are familiar to them.  This strategy should be particularly helpful to students in urban schools and ties into the social justice outcome of the MUST program because it helps students recognize “their own…personal, social, and cultural uniqueness” (MUST program, Cleveland State University) as well as that of their classmates.

This is not the only way social justice manifests itself in the classroom.  The social justice outcome asks the teacher to analyze themselves as well as the students and become conscious as to how their “personal, social, and cultural uniqueness… affect[s] their teaching” (MUST program, Cleveland State University).  Another aspect of social justice is thinking about how class, linguistic, gender and race differences affect student achievement and how it motivates them.  When an educator understands this they can work toward “promot[ing] their own and their students’ development of personal, school, and community literacies” as well as encouraging their students to take personal and professional risks (MUST program, Cleveland State University).  
Another key element in cooperative learning involves building students’ social skills.  These have been “defined as the cognitive functions and specific verbal and nonverbal behaviors that an individual engages in when interacting with others” (Gut & Safran, 2002, p. 88).  These behaviors are important for students to develop peer acceptance and learn to deal with people in the working environment, which is a skill they will need when leaving school.  Students who do not have the proper social skills are “often rejected by their peers and exhibit deficits in positive social behaviors when interacting with peers and adults” (Gut & Safran, p. 88).  Cooperative learning helps students build social skills because of the interdependence within the group.  Students need to work out problems of turn-taking, conflict resolution, sharing, initiating activities and making and defending choices while working together.

Previous research also points out that teachers behave differently when utilizing cooperative learning in their classrooms.  Teachers who take the traditional approach to teaching are “often regarded as authoritarian, rigid and critical,” and seem “distant or impersonal” (Gillies, 2006, p. 272).  However when incorporating cooperative learning activities in the classroom, Gillies found that teachers “engage in more mediated-learning behaviours”, ask more questions and use a more caring and friendly tone when interacting with the students (Gilles, 2006, p. 285).

The literature and research about cooperative learning supports an argument for utilizing it within the classroom, especially the urban classroom.  It promotes positive social behavior which is necessary for all students; it enhances self-determination and self-efficacy which are crucial to student development.  These in turn articulate the social justice aspect of teaching because they help students to be responsible for their own learning and the learning of those around them.  Cooperative learning also helps students engage in higher cognitive functioning.  The only drawback to this strategy may be the extensive planning that is needed to implement it and the fact that it has not been used in a social studies classroom. The strategy may not be as easy to use in the classroom as one may hope.  It takes a great deal of planning.  Further research in this area may help to shed some light on what practices work best for social studies classes and ESL students. 
Methodology

The participants of this study were English as a Second Language (ESL) social studies students from an urban high school in the Midwestern United States.  The demographics indicated that the neighborhood was lower working class and ethnically diverse. These demographics were represented in the school’s population.  The ESL students came from all over the globe, including Northern Africa, Eastern Europe, Asia and South and Central America, and attended the city’s only bilingual school. 
Of the thirty-seven ESL students, twenty-two were girls and fifteen were boys.  Twenty-two students spoke Spanish as their native language and came mostly from Puerto Rico, although a few students emigrated from Central and South America.  Six students spoke Somali, two spoke Chinese, two spoke Russian and one student spoke Romanian.  Two other students spoke a mixture of English, French and a tribal language native to Liberia.  
Each of the two classes had a array of languages in them.  The first class had nineteen students, eight males and eleven females.  Spanish was the most widely spoken language, with the number at fifteen.  The other languages spoken in this class were Chinese (two students), Russian (one student), and English (one student).
The second class was roughly the same size, having eighteen students, but was more varied in the languages spoken.  Nine students spoke Spanish, while six students spoke Somali.  Of the three remaining students, one each spoke Romanian, Russian and English.  Twelve students were female and six were male.
Before the students worked in cooperative learning groups, they were given a survey asking how they felt about group work.  The exact question was: ‘Do you like to work in a group?  Why or why not?’  Most students (out of the original thirty-seven) indicated that they liked to work in groups.  When answering why, the majority of students said they liked it because they could help each other, while others said it made learning “easy” and “fun”.   A few other students said they liked working in groups because it helped them to learn or to understand the lesson.  Other answers to the question included “I like…working in groups because we learn about each other and make new friends”; and “I like to work in a group because you share ideas with each other”.  Only one student answered that they did not like to work in groups because the other students “start talking and we can’t finish on time”. 

The first step in the research study was to carry out a pilot study in which the students were taught how to work in a cooperative learning group.  Each student in the assigned group was required to find information about one of the inventions of the Industrial Revolution.  Each student identified a different invention, researched it and found a picture of it.  As the teacher walked around and watched the students working, it seemed they had a grasp of the basic principle of working together in a cooperative group according to a journal entry.
Two interventions for the research project followed.  For the first intervention the students were allowed to choose their own groups.  When given the choice, most students worked with friends who spoke the same language. In each class there were five groups consisting of three, four or five students.  The assignment for this intervention was to make a poster detailing information learned about World War I.  The students organized themselves within the group and assigned each other tasks to accomplish.  The teacher did not tell them who was the leader of the group or exactly which student was to do which part of the assignment.
After the first intervention was completed, each student was given a post-intervention survey (Graph 1).  The students answered three questions on a scale of 4-1 with 4 being the most positive answer and 1 being the least.  They also gave themselves an individual grade and a group grade and had to answer why they believed they should receive that grade. 
The second time cooperative learning groups were implemented in the classroom, the students were assembled in mixed language groups by academic ability that was determined by previous academic achievement.  The teacher told them who was the leader of the group and asked the leader to help assign each student a particular task.  The group assignment for the second intervention was to create a fictional totalitarian state.  Open ended questions were given that had to be answered and the group had to create a poster that showed their answers.  Again, after the intervention was completed, the students were asked to answer the same post-intervention survey (Graph 2).
Since cooperative learning is based on the premise that the task is structured, they were given an assignment in which no student could finish on their own.  The students had to use their critical thinking skills, along with their previous knowledge of the subject matter to work on both of the activities.  They had to share their answers with each other and collectively work on the assignment. When both projects were finished students evaluated the group and themselves and turned in the project to be graded by the teacher.  They also presented their projects to the class.
Results

Individual and group grades were kept and compared from one project to another in order to see if grades went up or down between interventions.  Each group was graded based on a rubric prepared for the assignment.  Survey answers were also compared and a journal was kept recording student reactions to groups and the projects themselves. 
Only nineteen students filled out every survey given.  When looking at the data it is clear that the students liked working in groups.  When answering post-intervention surveys, the students liked working on the project more the second time the intervention was implemented.  As for student grades, the group grades remained unchanged over the period of the interventions.   The average group grade for the first assignment was 91.8% and the average group grade for the second assignment was just a bit lower, at 91.3%.  Individual grades improved slightly between intervention one and two.  The average individual grade for the first project was 90.3%, while it was 100% for the second project.

Discussion

Multiple reasons were given for liking to work in groups, including seven students who said “friends can help/ we can help each other”.  Three said they “learn from each other” when in groups, while three more said you can “discuss/share ideas” when working in groups.  One student said working in groups made the assignment “easier” (Graph 3).
When looking at the post-intervention survey data, it is possible to say that the students enjoyed working in groups more as the intervention was implemented.  Twenty-one percent of students surveyed after the first intervention answered that they “liked working on the project ‘not very much’ or ‘hated it’”.  However, the second time the intervention was used zero percent of students had a negative reaction to the project.  It may also be possible that students preferred the second assignment to the first, or that group work became easier and more familiar with time.  More research would need to be done to be able to answer this for certain.

The second question on the post-intervention survey was “Everyone worked equally”.   This was an indicator of motivation. Students answered “Very true”, “somewhat true”, “not very true” or “no way”.  On the first assignment sixty-three percent of students said “very true”.  Twenty-one percent answered “somewhat true” and the remaining students said “not very true” or “no way”.  After the second intervention only one student answered “not very true” or “no way”.  These results suggest the students worked better as a group the second time, which is also evident in the increase of individual grades.
Conclusion

In conclusion, this study emphasizes the use of cooperative learning groups in an ESL social studies classroom.  The students clearly wanted to work in groups from the beginning of the research study and the data suggests that they enjoyed working in groups more from the time of the first intervention to the second.  Motivation was slightly enhanced since the students worked more equally the second time the intervention was implemented.  Academic achievement also increased from the first intervention to the second.  Since some of the goals of cooperative learning are to increase motivation and academic achievement, the results of this research study are positive.  Although they were not studied here, the other attributes of cooperative learning, such as the enhancement of social skills, make it a useful tool for teaching any subject in any classroom. 
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