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Abstract: Cooperative learning has been applied in Chinese 
education for decades, and an overview of its implementation in 

China is warranted for further improvements. This study seeks to 

survey the current application of cooperative learning at various 
education levels in China based on an analysis of 50 prior studies. 

The survey finds that comparable cooperative learning procedures 
and methods have been adopted by educators in different education 

phases and those teachers and students have encountered many 

challenges in enacting cooperative learning. We also put forward 
several suggestions in response to these challenges for improving 

instructional outcomes of this teaching approach. 
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Introduction 

HE CONCEPT of cooperative learning (CL) was advanced in the 

1970s and subsequently evolved into an established instructional 

modality. Deemed a potent strategy for fostering students’ key 

competencies, including critical thinking, interpersonal communication, and 

collaboration abilities (Loh & Ang, 2020), CL has been widely adopted in 

the global educational community. It was introduced to China in the 1980s 

and used as a major pedagogical paradigm to change the traditional 

education style in China. Chinese researchers put a high value on CL, 

claiming that the promotive effects of CL on the student’s academic success 

and social development as well as the improvement of the learning 

environment are of vital significance for the growth of the individual and the 

achievement of the national educational goals (Han, 2018). Governmental 

interest in cooperative learning in China finds expression in the “Opinions 

on Intensifying the Curriculum Reform and Implementing All-Round 

Education as the Core Mission,” which advocates advancing instructional 

reform by popularizing relatively novel learning methods, such as 

cooperative learning, inquiry-based learning, and self-directed learning 

(Ministry of Education of China, 2014). 

Global research on CL in the last few decades has substantiated its 

positive effects on student learning outcomes. In their review of 84 studies, 

Trung and Truong (2023) discovered that CL was beneficial for enhancing 

the student’s learning motivation, academic performance, and practical skills. 

CL is also acclaimed to have positive effects on students’ learning of specific 

subjects. For example, Xu & Yang’s (2023) study suggests that it is effective 

in increasing the student’s language acquisition in foreign language 

instruction and empirically verifies its effectiveness in improving their 

language accuracy, enhancing their learning motivation and confidence, 

boosting their engagement in learning, and reducing their anxiety in foreign 

language learning. In the area of physical education, research has 

demonstrated that the improved interpersonal relationships brought by CL 

are conducive to the student’s physical, academic, social, and emotional 

development (Bores-García et al., 2023; Casey & Goodyear, 2015). Recent 

meta-analytic studies of CL have verified that it can generate better learning 

outcomes than traditional teaching methods. At the same time, these studies 

also point out that factors such as the method and intensity of teacher 

intervention, grouping method, cooperation intensity, and group size can 

have significant impacts on CL’s outcomes, which are likely to be neglected 

by teachers or researchers. Therefore, to optimize the effects of CL, it is 

necessary to look more thoroughly into its implementation processes. This 

study, based on a review of 50 relevant studies, aims to survey the 

application of CL in Chinese education at all levels and critically examine 

T 
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prior experiences in this regard with the view to providing implications for 

more efficacious use of this instructional approach. 

Literature Review 

Conceptualization of Cooperative Learning 

CL is an instructional strategy with which the teacher organizes the students 

to work toward a common learning goal or outcome or solve a common 

problem or task in groups, making sure that they complete their work 

through interdependent behavior but with each individual student being held 

accountable for their contributions and efforts (Brody & Davidson, 1998). 

The study group in CL is typically made up of a certain number of students 

with varying levels of competence, and group members are not only 

responsible for their own mastery of learning substances but also for helping 

each other to reach the shared learning objectives (Slavin, 1987). In CL, the 

student learns how to maximize their own and the team’s achievements by 

means of information sharing, knowledge co-construction, and more 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1989). According to Sharan (2018), CL is not a rigid 

teaching and learning approach with prescribed procedures but does show 

certain consistent features: (i) small-group interaction surrounding the 

learning task; (ii) mutually supportive cooperation behavior among students; 

(iii) positive interdependence in working towards learning objectives; (iv) 

individual accountability and responsibility for group work outcomes 

(Sharan, 2014). 

Education researchers in China claim that the idea of CL is deep-

rooted in Chinese ancient educational philosophy. Statements in archaic 

Chinese like “Learning alone without peers leads to ignorance and prejudice” 

and “A cultured man gets along with others, though he may not always agree 

with them on learning” represent the educational wisdom of ancient Chinese 

on CL (Han, 2018). That is why CL, as a foreign pedagogical approach, can 

easily garner attention in Chinese academia. Wang (2002), one of the earliest 

Chinese researchers in the CL studies, defines CL learning as a teaching 

process in which students are grouped on the principle of “intra-group 

heterogeneity” to increase the interactions between classroom actors, with 

the group achievements being treated as the assessment criterion to motivate 

team efforts to reach the common instructional objectives. Compared to their 

foreign peers, Chinese researchers place a heavier weight on the teacher’s 

role in CL by emphasizing the importance of their “inspiration and guidance” 

(Han, 2018), albeit also stressing the central position of students in CL (Li & 

Ham, 2013; Wang et al., 2020). 
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CP’s Core Elements 

The study group is the most fundamental organizational structure for 

implementing CL. Nevertheless, the presence of a study group does not 

necessarily mean the occurrence of CL. Students in a group working on their 

respective learning tasks without substantive inter-peer communication is not 

seen as CL. Integral to CL are certain essential elements (Ma, 2003), despite 

the fact that there is currently no conclusive definition of CL’s core 

components. The five-element CL pattern, advanced by American 

researchers Johnson and Johnson (1989, 2009), has been the most referenced, 

which includes: (1) Positive Interdependence—meaning that group members 

rely on each other for the goal achievement, with each of them making a 

unique contribution to the collective endeavor. (2) Individual 

Accountability—stressing the necessity of a clear division of responsibility, 

with which each group member is held accountable for a specific section of 

the assigned task. (3) Promotive Interaction—highlighting the importance of 

inter-peer interaction for completing the learning task, including providing 

feedback to group members, posing questions to each other’s reasoning and 

conclusions, and assisting each other in achieving the group’s outcomes in 

an efficient manner. (4) Appropriate Use of Social Skills—emphasizing that 

the teacher has the responsibility to urge students to use legitimate social 

skills to solve problems to practice and develop interpersonal 

communication abilities, including trust-building, leadership, decision-

making, and conflict management. (5) Group Processing—entailing the 

collective efforts to build the team, including setting shared learning 

objectives, evaluating the team performance regularly, and setting forth 

improvements to be made in order to enhance the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the group operation. 

CL Implementation Methods 

As per Slavin (1980), CP’s in-class implementation entails three structures: 

the task, reward, and authority structures. The task structure is about the 

configuration of various learning tasks and the organization of study groups 

(e.g., the grouping method and the availability of teacher supervision). The 

reward structure exerts impacts on student performance and group cohesion. 

The authoritative structure concerns the students’ power over their learning 

activities instead of the teacher’s control of the learning process. The three 

structures, particularly the reward structure, are dynamic changes in the 

process of in-class CL implementation (Slavin, 1980) and hence deserve 

careful consideration by the teacher when they make the preparations for 

CL-based instruction. 
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Over the years, the researchers have developed many distinctive 

methods for executing CL, among which the most widely adopted are 

Student Teams Achievement Divisions (STAD), Team Games Tournament 

(TGT), Jigsaw, Learning Together (LT), and Small-group Teaching. STAD 

is featured by the following procedures: First, the students are grouped on 

the principle of intra-group heterogeneity, with each group consisting of 

members with differential academic levels. Second, an assessment is 

administered to the students after they complete a learning task in groups. 

The scores of individual members are combined to calculate the average 

scores of the group according to prescribed rules that ensure the equal weight 

of the contribution of each student. Third, the score ranking is not conducted 

within the whole class, but instead, the class is divided into several layers, 

and the student is only compared with their peers in the same layer (Wittrock, 

1978; Slavin, 1980). The basic procedures of TGT are comparable to those 

of STAD, except that in TGT, the competition replaces the assessment and 

takes place every week among students in the same academic layer from 

different groups (Stevens et al., 1991; Wang, 2002). “Jigsaw” adopts the 

same grouping method as the above two models. On top of that, it divides 

the teaching materials for a certain subject into several sections and has the 

students in a group address different sections separately. The students 

studying the same section make up a specialty study group, who work 

together to delve deeper into the content and subsequently teach their 

knowledge of the delegated section to peers in their respective groups 

(Slavin, 1994). Comparatively, LT has simpler procedures. The students 

with varying academic levels work together in a group, and the teacher gives 

feedback on the overall performance of the group. This model pays more 

attention to the group organization before the enactment of CL and the 

regular evaluation of the performance of group members (Wang, 2002). 

Small-group Teaching is a more general method with a special emphasis on 

the size of the study group, which should be ideally composed of two to six 

people. With this method, the group needs to establish a research project 

based on the learning materials available to the whole class and split it up 

into several separate tasks, assigning them to individual members, who later 

put together their work results and formulate the group report. Each group 

needs to make a representation of their research findings to the class, and the 

teacher and other groups give comments on their report (Slavin, 1980). 

A Comparison of Cooperative Learning and 

Collaborative Learning 

The two concepts, cooperative learning and collaborative learning, emerged 

almost at the same time. Initially, they were deemed two distinct approaches, 

with collaborative learning focusing more on the techniques involved in 
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inter-student interaction and cooperative learning more on the process of the 

inter-student interaction under the direction and supervision of the teacher 

(Panitz, 1999; McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Yet, amid the advances in 

theoretical and practical research on them and increasing integration of 

technology, the distinction between the two has become blurred (Yang, 

2023). Currently, the researchers tend to agree that there are no fundamental 

differences between them and that they are both student-centered 

instructional methods with the potential to help teachers and students shape 

new learning environments (Jacobs, 2015). This study acknowledges the 

subtle differences between cooperative learning and collaborative learning 

but contends that there are no significantly mutually contradictory elements 

between the two concepts and that they basically coexist in practical 

teaching. Hence, in this survey, the two terms are virtually interchangeable, 

both pointing to a learning approach that requires students to learn and 

practice disciplinary knowledge, fulfill learning tasks, and reach educational 

objectives primarily via intra-group interactions (Li & Ham, 2013). 

Research Questions 

Based on a survey of existing research on CL in the Chinese context, this 

study addresses the following questions: 

 

Q 1: What are the conceptions of CL among Chinese educators and 

education researchers? 

Q 2: How has CL been implemented in Chinese classrooms? 

Q 3: What are the challenges of CL application in Chinese education? 

Research Methodology and Process 

We sourced literature from China National Knowledge Infrastructure 

(CNKI), Web of Science, EBSCO, and Scopus, using “cooperative learning,” 

“group cooperative learning,” “collaborative learning,” and “China” as 

search terms. To obtain high-quality papers in Chinese from the CNKI, only 

journals listed in “A Guide to the Core Journals of China” and the “Chinese 

Social Science Citation Index” were selected as literature sources. As of 

August 2024, a total of 1876 journal articles were retrieved, with 797 in 

Chinese and 1079 in English. 

Rayyan, a systematic literature review tool, was adopted to remove 

duplicate and irrelevant studies. We further screen the records using the 

following criteria: (1) including studies with a research topic on the practical 

application of CL but excluding theoretical studies and literature review-

based studies; (2) including studies in the context of Chinese education; (3) 

including studies with a detailed description of the implementation 
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procedures of CL (CL implementation schemes, grouping methods, types of 

learning tasks, etc.) but excluding those skipping this step or only reporting 

research findings; (4) including studies accessible in full text to avoid 

misunderstandings due to incomplete information. Based on these criteria, 

50 papers were obtained, with 34 in Chinese and 16 in English. Their 

publication years range from 2007 to 2023. 

Research Results 

Our review shows that existing literature on CL application in China has 

covered all of its education levels, from basic to tertiary education. Among 

the 50 studies, five address CL applications in primary schooling, 12 concern 

secondary education, and 33 concentrate on its application in tertiary 

education. Regarding their disciplinary scope, CL studies targeting the 

primary level mostly address the effectiveness of CL in multiple subjects 

(N=4), whereas research on CL applications in secondary and tertiary 

education typically focuses on a single discipline. As to the specific subjects 

involved, research at the primary level shows parallel interest in the 

mathematics-dominated natural science education (N=5) and Chinese 

language-centered humanities education (N=4). Studies at the secondary 

level focus more on natural science subjects (N=10), with less attention paid 

to humanities (N=1) and social sciences (N=1). Comparatively, research at 

the tertiary education level covers a wide range of subjects, such as physics, 

chemistry, medicine, computer science, and more from the domain of natural 

sciences (N=12); language education in the domain of humanities (N=12); 

and education-related disciplines in the domain of social sciences (N=6), 

with additional four studies specializing in CL in physical education (PE). In 

analyzing CL’s effects on student development, all these studies, no matter 

which education level they target, have highlighted its positive roles in 

promoting student cognitive and non-cognitive abilities. In addition, 

classroom teaching remains the primary setting for CL (N=41). CL 

application in the online and mobile learning scenarios is also researched 

(N=9), particularly at the tertiary education level (N=7). The active 

implementation of online CL in higher education institutions is perhaps due 

to their richer education resources and more flexible teaching environments. 

The above breakdown of literature indicates a widespread adoption 

of CL in all levels of Chinese education. The ensuing section is devoted to a 

more in-depth analysis of the following three dimensions: the perceptions of 

CL in Chinese researchers and educators, CL implementation patterns in 

various education phases, and challenges of CL application in China. 

Perceptions of CL in Chinese Researchers 
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The researchers’ perceptions of CL derive from their understanding of the 

purpose of CL. A sizable portion of them claimed that their adoption of CL 

was a reaction to new requirements from the national curriculum program or 

education policies (e.g., Lin, 2007; Tan, 2015; Yan, 2023). Some treated CL 

as an educational idea rather than simply a learning model, emphasizing the 

importance of students’ agency in the learning process and the necessity of 

their use of their initiatives in completing learning tasks (Chen & Qin, 2013). 

On top of its role in enhancing student academic performance, CL is also 

acclaimed as a humanistic and pro-social modality of education (Pan & Wu, 

2013), with the potential to lower the student’s anxiety level in learning and 

classroom interaction, to boost their self-esteem, and improve their quality of 

interpersonal relationships (Jiang & Tan, 2007; Jiang, 2007). Certain 

researchers adopted a comparatively simple understanding of CL, viewing it 

as a mutually supportive learning modality that facilitates students working 

together to complete specific training activities according to established 

procedures and rules, and therefore, introduced it into physical education or 

vocational skills training (e.g., Zhang, 2009; Gao & Zhu, 2014). 

In the Chinese historical context of collective culture, it is easy for 

the researchers to be identified with CL’s core elements, claiming they were 

in conformity with Confucian ideas (Chan, 2014), and gave their own 

interpretations. For example, according to Peng et al. (2020), “positive 

interdependence” is most effectively realized through division of 

responsibility and sharing of resources; “promotive interaction” is not just 

about inter-student interaction but also involves teacher-student 

communication; when encouraging “appropriate use of social skills,” the 

teacher should place a special emphasis on teamwork ability development in 

students. Moreover, the division of roles in CL is underlined in the literature. 

Zhang (2014) argued that the division of roles among group members was 

aimed at defining the accountability of everyone in the process of CL and 

that there was a need to give the learners necessary prompts on how to 

perform their respective roles for a successful completion of the common 

learning task. In addition, the classroom environment is also deemed an 

essential factor affecting the outcomes of CL. A digital learning environment 

facilitating interaction and timely feedback can help students solve problems 

more effectively in the group study (Xu et al., 2017). 

To sum up, our review finds that under the influence of the national 

education policy and traditional culture, Chinese researchers and educators 

exhibit open and receptive attitudes towards CL. They have developed their 

own conceptions of CL’s essential elements and realized that CL can bridge 

the gaps in the traditional educational modalities. 

CL Implementation Patterns 
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The literature in review shows that there are primarily three CL 

implementation patterns in Chinese schools. (1) Using one single CL-

execution method. For example, Liu and Zhao (2012) focused on STAD, and 

Luo (2020) on TGT in their studies. Among the aforementioned CL 

execution methods, LT was the most used, adopted by 16 studies, as opposed 

to the Jigsaw method, which was the least applied (Song Yi, 2012), possibly 

due to its entailing the organization of additional “specialty study groups,” 

an extra burden for the teacher. In effect, the Jigsaw method is not quite 

applicable in a class with many study groups. (2) Mixing several CL-

execution methods together. For instance, Jing (2007) and Li (2017) grouped 

the students according to STAD’s grouping procedure before the students 

were required to carry out CL activities following the small-group teaching 

method. Each CL-execution method has its own limitations, whereas the 

mixed-methods-based pattern can make up for the inadequacies of any single 

method, which is evidenced by Ning’s (2010) and Hornby’s (2013) practices. 

They incorporated the Numbered-Heads-Together (NHT) method into 

STAD, numbering the groups and students first and assigning the learning 

tasks or representation opportunities to them by randomly drawing the 

numbers to avoid uneven task distribution. (3) Combining CL with other 

learning models, such as project-based learning (Chang & Song, 2023), 

mobile learning (Huang et al., 2020), and the flipped classroom (Jiang et al., 

2016; Huang et al., 2021). Some researchers integrated these learning 

models into CL to improve the latter’s learning outcomes. In the past, a 

portion of teachers assigned CL tasks to students before class and had them 

present their group study results in class, resulting in the latter’s focus on the 

representation rather than the group learning process. To address this issue, 

Cao and Bai (2018) experimented with CL in a flipped classroom setting, 

making students engage in CL activity in the classroom and complete 

learning tasks under the supervision of the teacher to increase in-class 

interactions and the teacher’s oversight of the students’ group work process. 

At the same time, other researchers have tried to utilize CL to compensate 

for the shortcomings of other learning models. For example, Cao (2014) 

discovered in her interpretation classes that self-directed learning did not 

work well without effective supervision and therefore, introduced group-

based CL to optimize the engagement of every student. 

In addition, some researchers have examined the differences in CL’s 

effects between various subjects. In their survey on students’ perceptions of 

three CL-based courses, Guo and Zhang (2008) found that students tended to 

increase CL behavior in courses involving open-ended learning content. This 

finding is corroborated by research by Zhang et al. (2011), who compared 

task-specific CL and open-ended question-based CL to draw the conclusion 

that the latter elicited better performance and lower cognitive load in the 

students. In most studies included in our review, CP was enacted within one 
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class, with several exceptions where the researchers examined the effects of 

CL in interdisciplinary study. For example, Cheng et al. (2022) organized 

preschool education and digital media majors into groups to develop digital 

teaching resources for young children. 

To delve into CL’s implementation in China in more detail, this study 

further examines the composition of the study group, the types of learning 

tasks and cooperation behaviors, the assessment methods, and the roles of 

the teacher in CL discussed in the literature. 

The Grouping Methods and Division of Roles 

Most studies in the included literature organized CL study groups on the 

principle of homogeneity between groups and heterogeneity within the group 

to ensure that each group includes students with different characteristics and 

that the overall competence levels of groups are comparable. Only very few 

studies adopted the random grouping method or left the grouping to the 

students’ discretion (e.g., Xu, 2016). Furthermore, most researchers 

employed the “static grouping” mode, where the composition of the group 

remains stable for a certain period, with only several of them choosing to 

regroup the class in the middle of the semester (e.g., Jiang & Tan, 2007; 

Jiang, 2007). Realizing that “static grouping” might cause issues like low 

motivation or the “bystander” effect, fixed role assignment, intra-group 

fatigue, etc., Zhong and Huang (2022) advanced the “dynamic grouping” 

mode, in which the teacher divides the learning task into several sub-tasks, 

administers assessment and interviews to students after the completion of 

each sub-task, adjusts the composition of the group in consideration of 

factors like group cohesion, group cooperation smoothness, and student 

academic achievements as indicated by the results of assessment and 

interviews, and, after that, advances the students to the next sub-task in 

reorganized groups. Yet, they also noted that “dynamic grouping” might 

compromise the student’s attachment to group efforts (Zhong & Huang, 

2022). 

The majority of researchers grouped the students in light of their 

academic results and competence levels to ensure that each group contained 

both high- and low-performers. Nevertheless, this grouping method is not 

without its challenges, which will be discussed later in a separate section. 

Moreover, gender, personality traits, interests, and the learning style of the 

student are also the chief factors that researchers considered in grouping the 

students (e.g., Zhang & Zhao, 2009; He & Jing, 2019). The plurality-valued 

grouping method is aimed at enabling mutual complementation in group 

members. In most studies, a group of four to six is the common size of group 

(e.g., Cai & Zhang, 2008; Meng, 2017). Zhang (2013) noted that a group of 

over eight would have difficulty splitting responsibilities properly among its 
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members, leading to some students being marginalized with low levels of 

participation. 

A portion of studies have explicitly specified the division of roles 

within the group. Common among these roles are the group leader, 

responsible for organizing, managing, and coordinating the group activities; 

the recorder, for documenting learning materials, the group inquiry process, 

and group study results; the spokesperson, for representing group learning 

outcomes to the class; and the information collector, for searching and 

organizing learning resources (e.g., Chen & Qin, 2013; Liu et al., 2022). 

Certain studies prescribed the roles of group members to suit the needs of the 

learning task. For example, in teaching a rehabilitation course, You (2016) 

required each student in the group to take on a specific role essential for a 

rehabilitation therapy group, such as the rehabilitation assessor, exercise 

therapist, occupational therapist, physical therapist, and speech therapist. In 

most cases, there was a rotation of roles among the group members, who 

took turns trying different responsibilities (Tan, 2015; Meng, 2017). 

However, in some studies, there was no purposeful specification of the 

division of responsibility among group members (Chan, 2014; Xiao & 

Chongda, 2014), or the teacher simply designated the best-performing 

student as the group leader, who had the responsibility to organize learning 

activities and assign specific duties to group members (Yin & Shen, 2016). 

The Type of Learning Tasks and Cooperation Behavior 

in CL 

Learning tasks for CL vary by education level. In CL at the primary 

education level, students typically work together in groups to solve problems 

using worksheets or assignment cards (Jiang & Tan, 2007; Jiang, 2007; 

Huang et al., 2020). On top of problem-solving, secondary school students 

have more challenging CL tasks to complete, such as theme-based group 

representation and creation tasks that require substantial hands-on 

manipulation skills from the group members. To make a thematic group 

representation, the students need to gather materials, discuss with each other, 

and prepare a representation based on the selected theme (Zhao, 2023); to 

complete a creation task, they must give full play to their creativity, 

designing and producing an artifact in collaboration (Tan, 2015). In addition, 

the students can review for exams more effectively via group work (Chen & 

Qin, 2013). University students have more complex CL tasks to address, 

such as project development, project-based research, and specialty-related 

practical study, which challenge their comprehensive competencies (Jiang, 

2014; Zhang, 2014; Chang & Song, 2023). 

Analyses of student cooperation behaviors are beneficial for 

revealing how CL is enacted. Regretfully, the literature in review has paid 
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inadequate attention to student cooperation behavior. Only a small number 

of studies gave concrete descriptions of students’ interaction behaviors, 

including information sharing, idea exchange, and brainstorming, and their 

communication devices, such as summary, inference, commenting, analysis, 

and reasoning (Ning & Hornby, 2010, 2013; Cao & Bai, 2018; Cheng et al., 

2022). Most studies used more general terms like group discussion and 

group work to describe intra-group cooperation behaviors without providing 

details, such as interaction patterns and tactics, as well as their impact on CL 

outcomes, resulting in our limited knowledge about CL enactment 

procedures. Hence, CL may appear a “black box” in most situations, into 

which we input learning tasks, grouping methods, and teacher interventions, 

and from which we get group representations and student performance as 

outputs (Cao & Bai, 2018). Yet, little is known about the key information 

inside the box, such as cognitive interaction and cognitive flow that occur 

during the CL process. 

Evaluation Methods for CL 

According to our analysis results, the teacher is the chief evaluator of student 

CL outcomes at the primary education level. This may be because self-

reflection and inter-peer evaluation skills are not fully developed in primary 

school students, who are not sufficiently mature to make independent and 

objective judgments on their own learning outcomes or group performance. 

In secondary schools and universities, both the teacher and students act as 

the evaluators for the results of CL, jointly assessing the performance of the 

individual and the group. The most pervasive CL evaluation method in these 

education phases is the “intra-group evaluation + inter-group evaluation + 

teacher assessment + tests” pattern (e.g., Zhang & Zhao, 2009; Huang et al., 

2021), which is also well-accepted by students as a multi-actor evaluation 

method (Guo & Zhang, 2008). The teacher is often held responsible for 

finalizing the evaluation criteria (Gao & Zhu, 2014), which cover not only 

student academic performance but also their collaboration and 

communication skills such as oral representation (Yin & Shen, 2016). 

Furthermore, researchers like Li (2017) highlighted the individual’s 

contribution to the group work as a core component of the CL evaluation 

system. It is also noteworthy that studies focusing on CL at the secondary 

education level place an exceptional emphasis on the proper wording of the 

teacher’s evaluation, as adolescent students tend to be more sensitive to 

external stimuli, particularly more concerned about others’ comments. 

Therefore, the teacher’s appraisal must be objective as well as inspiring for 

this group (Zhao, 2023). In addition, some researchers highly emphasized 

the importance of regular collective reflections on CL activities (e.g., Tan, 

2015; He & Jing, 2019), claiming that they could help boost the engagement 
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of the students and the teacher, stimulate thorough discussion on the issues 

encountered in the CL process, and continuously optimize the CL 

implementation strategies. 

The Teacher’s Roles in CL 

No matter which education phase they teach, the educator plays their roles in 

student group CL as the designer, director, assistant, and promoter, providing 

students with a learning environment that facilitates their CL enactment (Wu 

& He, 2014). In the initial stage, the teacher needs to fulfill three duties: 

student grouping, CP orientation, and lesson preparation (Jiang & Tan, 2007). 

First off, to strengthen positive interdependence between group members, 

most researchers designed certain supporting activities for the students, such 

as naming the group and establishing shared goals for the group (e.g., Zhang 

& Zhao, 2009). Second, a portion of researchers provided CP orientation for 

students. The majority of them only inform students of the learning 

objectives and evaluation criteria in advance (e.g., Jian, 2019; Li et al., 2019); 

a small number of them chose to give students sufficient time for knowing 

each other and practicing cooperation skills (Pan & Wu, 2013; He & Jing, 

2019). Third, the lesson preparation work of the teacher typically focused on 

selecting appropriate learning materials and reorganizing them to suit the CL 

learning environment (e.g., Zhang & Zhao, 2009; Song, 2012; Gao & Zhu, 

2014). 

In the process of CL enactment, the teacher often acted as the 

supervisor without significant interference in actual group activities (e.g., 

Chan, 2014; Liu, 2022). Some researchers conducted class-based 

introductory instruction before students’ group study, providing them with 

relevant basic knowledge and background information to ensure their group 

CL was informed by practices (e.g., Jing, 2007; You, 2016). In addition, 

after students’ completion of each CL task, the teacher needs to give a 

summary, answer queries from the students, and offer directions to 

individuals who want extra instruction. This step has been emphasized in 

most studies included in our review (e.g., Pan & Wu, 2013; Liu et al., 2022). 

Challenges of CL 

Research on CL implementation has also revealed a variety of issues. The 

misconceptions of CL among Chinese educators are pronounced ones. Some 

teachers simply equated CL to group discussion (Tan, 2015) or assumed that 

CL would naturally take place after learning tasks were assigned to the group 

(Wang, 2007). Some treated CL as a rigid procedure (Yan, 2023), an 

established combination of processes including grouping, learning task 

assignment, task completion, group discussion, and group representation 
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(Guo & Zhang, 2008). Others failed to make necessary preparations for CL 

enactment: for example, their neglect of the division of roles in group 

members might lead to disorderly CL execution and low learning efficacy 

(Wang, 2007); the absence of well-designed learning objectives was an 

impediment to eliciting the dedication of all group members (Hsiung, 

2011)—an overly unitary learning objective could be easily achieved by the 

high-performing members without involving teamwork; the lack of provision 

of CL skill training by the teacher was unfavorable for ensuring student CL 

outcomes (Chan, 2014). Furthermore, a portion of educators misunderstood 

teacher supervision of the CL process as the teacher’s absolute control of 

student group work, disregarding the significance of team building and the 

cultivation of self-regulation ability in students (Wang, 2007). 

Additionally, the educator may encounter certain practical challenges 

in implementing CL. Han (2015) noted that it was difficult for the teacher to 

seek out learning resources and methods that cater to the needs of students at 

distinct academic levels. The choice of the assessment method is also not 

easy. The two alternatives, evaluating student academic achievement based 

on group performance or evaluating group performance with test scores of 

individual students, can both have a negative impact on student motivation 

levels in CL (Song, 2012). Also, in the Chinese context of prevalent large-

sized classes, the relatively big number of study groups in a CL classroom 

complicates class management. With finite classroom or laboratory space, 

mutual disruptions between groups are unavoidable (You, 2016). 

In the meantime, the students also experience additional 

complications in a CL classroom. There are significant disparities in the CL 

engagement level between high- and low-achieving students. Low-achieving 

students have low intention of engaging in CL because of the following 

reasons: their ideas are often disregarded by peers during the group work 

(Zhang & Zhao, 2009); they are primarily to blame when the group fails to 

reach the learning objective (Jiang & Tan, 2007); and they have few chances 

to exhibit their ability as the high-achieving students are the chief actors in 

dealing with the learning task (Wang, 2007). On the other hand, high-

achieving students have their own complaints. They may feel “exploited” 

because their low-achieving peers are seemingly taking a “free ride” (Jiang, 

2007). When facing the pressures of high-stakes examinations, this group is 

more willing to work independently (Meng, 2017). Furthermore, there are 

individual differences in group discussion behavior (Chen & Qin, 2013), 

showing two extremes. Some students are not interested in speaking openly 

to a group of people (Tan, 2015); some, on the other hand, show a strong 

propensity for being the center of attention, who may purposefully interrupt 

others’ speeches or initiate casual conversations to attract peer attention 

(Jiang et al., 2016). Worse still, the students typically feel helpless in dealing 

with disputes due to a lack of coping tactics (Chan, 2014). They are likely to 
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be intolerant of inter-peer disagreements or to get emotional over the 

disputes (Yan, 2023), which poses serious barriers to the smooth enactment 

of CL. 

Discussion 

Basically, CL implementation at various education levels in China follows 

broadly similar procedures: grouping, learning task assignment and 

provision of learning resources, group CL enactment, CL outcome 

representation, and multi-dimensional evaluation, summary, and reflections, 

despite the minor adaptations due to the variations in the cognitive 

characteristics between different age groups and the disparities in the 

education resources and environment between different levels of education. 

Aside from the conventional CL methods, Chinese researchers have also 

experimented with other approaches, including integrating CL into the 

flipped classroom model to combine self-directed learning with group study 

(Li et al., 2019) and leveraging educational technology (such as the smart 

classroom) to enhance teacher management efficiency and student CL 

outcomes (e.g., Xu et al., 2017). Nevertheless, there is currently a lack of in-

depth research into student cooperation behaviors in CL and their effects on 

student learning results. The challenges encountered by educators in their 

practical application of CL underscore the necessity of strengthening 

research in this area. 

Issues with students’ CL enactment are largely due to the teacher’s 

less-ideal organization of CL activities. The unclear division of roles leads to 

unbalanced contributions to group work results among group members. 

Explicit division of roles within a group is crucial for maintaining students’ 

CL engagement intention as it ensures each group member can perceive their 

value to the team (Liu, 2013). Although the students are allowed autonomy 

in dividing the specific responsibilities, the teacher must be substantively 

involved in the division of roles in a group. At the same time, the absence of 

division of roles also reflects the illegitimate design of CL learning 

objectives and tasks. When the learning task has an overly simple structure, 

focusing on a single skill, it can be easily finished off by more competent 

students in the group, making the division of responsibility unnecessary. To 

make students engage in genuine group cooperation, the teacher must 

develop well-structured CL tasks that are challenging and demand team 

efforts as well. In addition, the students’ low consciousness of cooperation 

and poor collaboration skills also contribute to their difficulty conducting CL, 

which are, to some extent, associated with the inadequacies in intervention 

and guidance on the part of the teacher. To help students develop sound 

awareness of cooperation, the teacher needs to formulate legitimate 

incentives for cooperative behaviors while also teaching them how to 
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balance cooperation and competition. Also, it is important for the teacher to 

provide essential CL skills training to students beforehand to ensure the 

students are well prepared for CL implementation. 

Challenges of CL faced by the teachers are also attributable to the 

following two reasons. First off, a sizable portion of teachers do not have a 

complete understanding of the concept of CL and may fail to 

comprehensively consider the five key elements of CL: positive 

interdependence, individual accountability, promotive interaction, 

appropriate use of social skills, and group processing. The absence of any of 

these components may directly negatively affect the effectiveness of CL 

(Dyson et al., 2022). Meanwhile, the manipulation of in-class CL is 

complicated and demanding, necessitating a thorough comprehension of the 

diverse ability levels of the students and the characteristics of current 

teaching materials on the part of the teacher. It entails considerable 

additional burdens of lesson preparation and classroom management. To 

address these issues, it is imperative to supply the teachers with 

comprehensive guidelines on CL implementation and promote the use of 

educational technology in CL-based teaching. 

Our analysis results suggest that more successful CL implementation 

in Chinese education warrants a systematic framework for CL practice, 

which should cover an overarching concept of CL, an interpretation of its 

core elements, concrete execution steps, and coping tactics for common 

issues. The teacher needs such a framework to develop knowledge about CL 

and establish CL instruction paths in an efficient manner. 

Conclusion 

Based on a review of relevant research over the last more than 10 years, this 

study gives an overview of CP’s application in Chinese education, with a 

focus on exploring the challenges of CL implementation in China and their 

causes. Pertinent suggestions for improving student CL enactment are also 

proposed. The survey finds that the Chinese education world shows strong 

interest in CP as an instructional strategy, whereas a lack of systematic CL 

implementation guidelines for Chinese teachers negatively affects its 

effectiveness. 

The limitations of this study should be acknowledged. The limited 

literature search scope may lead to an insufficient inclusion of prior studies. 

It is suggested that future research, on the basis of this survey, delve more 

thoroughly into factors that potentially influence CL’s outcomes, such as the 

use of educational technology in CL in the context of digital transformation 

in education. Also, comparisons with overseas CP research should be 

increased to provide a more comprehensive reference framework for Chinese 

CL studies and practice. 
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