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An exploration of in-service public schools teachers’ implementation of cooperative learning forms
the basis of this article. By means of a qualitative approach to research, two tutors in a teacher
development program have studied how a group of English teachers set the conditions to create a
cooperative learning environment in their classes. Additionally, they reveal the perceptions that these
educators have of themselves as initiators who guide their students in this pedagogical experience.
The analysis of information collected provides views about the role that teachers assumed and their
concerns when organizing their classroom in order to experience cooperative work. Furthermore,
teachers’ self-encouragement for professional development emerged as a fundamental issue when
they implemented this approach in their institutions.
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Unaexploracién delaimplementacién de aprendizaje cooperativo por parte delos maestros de colegios
publicos fue la fuente esencial para escribir este articulo. A través de un enfoque de investigaciéon
cualitativo, dos tutores de un programa de desarrollo de maestros han estudiado como un grupo de
profesores establecen condiciones para crear un ambiente de aprendizaje cooperativo en sus clases.
Adicionalmente, ellos revelan la percepcion que estos educadores tienen de ellos mismos como los
iniciadores para guiar a sus estudiantes en esta experiencia pedagdgica. El anilisis de la informacién
recogida proporciona las diferentes opiniones sobre el papel que los profesores asumieron y sus
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preocupaciones al organizar su aula para experimentar el trabajo cooperativo. Ademads, el mismo-

estimulo de maestros por el desarrollo profesional surge como un asunto fundamental cuando

implementaron este enfoque en sus instituciones.

Palabras clave: Trabajo cooperativo, grupo cooperativo, clase cooperativa, taller cooperativo,

aprendizaje cooperativo

Introduction

Group work as a pedagogical strategy has
no doubt been experienced in a great variety
of forms for students and teachers in language
learning. There might be cases in which
teachers set a structured plan to guide the
functioning of groups as teams cooperating
to achieve success, however, at the other end
of the spectrum, students might work in
groups without any specific principles which
structure their interaction, being just aware of
a task they are expected to complete in their
own groups as soon as possible. In any case,
creating conditions for making traditional
group work a cooperative experience could be
a challenging task for educators.

On studying the area of cooperative
learning, we have found that a good number
of people involved in teacher education in
our country hold the belief that many of the
principles of cooperative learning are now a
reality in schools. Nevertheless, based on the
survey applied to the group of public school
teachers participating in this study, 70%
have either not heard of this methodology
or have not implemented it in their lessons,
at least not while following a set of solid
principles. Others have also talked about

how difficult cooperation continues to be for

many students in the given context. Owing
to the specific challenges that implementing
cooperative learning might represent in
relation to different school subjects and
contexts, we consider it relevant for us in EFL
to see how this method is adjusted to public
school realities.

Bearing in mind what has been said
above, in this opportunity we have focused
on examining what a group of in-service
EFL public school teachers participating
in the PFPD PROFILE! reported about the
implementation of cooperative learning in
their classrooms. The examination entails,
on the one hand, characterizing teachers’
procedures as they used this pedagogical
strategy and, on the other, exploring what
they perceived about themselves as initiators
showing the path to their students.

The PFPD PROFILE (Professional
Development Programs in the Teaching of
English as a Foreign Language), which took
place during 2004 and 2005 for teachers in
Bogota public schools, was the context for
this study. These programs were financed by
the SED (Secretaria de Educacién Distrital)
and developed at Universidad Nacional. The
PFPD PROFILE has pursued as one of its
aims the involvement of teachers in analyzing
their theoretical principles and practices in

1 The PROFILE Professional Development Programs in
the Teaching of English as a Foreign Language were developed
at the Universidad Nacional de Colombia - Foreign Languages
Department, Bogotd.
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the teaching of English as a Foreign Language
while they work with their pupils in schools.
To reach this objective, teachers participated
in workshops about pedagogical issues. At
the same time, along the different stages of
the program, educators had the opportunity
to integrate their updating in ELT (English
Language Teaching) methodology with their
experience as language learners and their
research skills by means of an innovation
or research project they developed in their
specific settings.

The program counted on a team of tutors
who not only guided different workshops in
issues about pedagogy, language learning
and research, but additionally supported
groups of teachers in the planning and
implementation of their projects at schools.
The two writers of this article worked as
tutors in the PFPD PROFILE. One of them
participated in the program in 2004 and
2005 and the second one in 2005. Both of
them contributed to the development of
the pedagogy module and guided several
research or innovation projects that teachers
implemented in their schools.

Literature Review

Experiences indicate that group work
does not necessarily deal with cooperative
work. According to Cohen (1986), group
work involves working together in a small
group so that everyone can participate in a
task previously assigned. However, not all
group work engages students in cooperative
learning as Dornyei (1997) points out.

Cooperative learning foundations are
rooted in several motivational theories. To
beginwith,Slavin(1999),claimsthatamember
who is part of a team can be encouraged to

participate if he perceives that the group’s
benefit constitutes also his/her own gain.
One of the advantages of the motivational
approach stems from the goal-oriented
nature of teamwork that can be fostered in the
members of a team. Some researchers have
agreed that mutual support for procedures
helps to achieve group objectives. Slavin,
along with others such as Kagan (1994), has
also stressed the role of cognitive theories
in establishing the principles of cooperative
learning. They pointed at Piaget’s and
Vygotsky’s contributions as regards the
idea that there is a better chance of learning
taking place when people interact with each
other. Another important tenet originates
in social psychology from the concept of
interdependence studied by Deutsch (cited
in Kagan, 1994, p. 32) in relation to “people’s
perceptions of how they affect and are
affected by what happens to others”.

The previous theories closely relate to a set
of principles for implementing cooperative
learning environments that researchers
have established. Johnson & Johnson
(1999, pp. 38-46), for instance, point at the
following ones: face-to-face interaction,
positive interdependence, processing group
interaction and individual accountability.
Kagan (1994) has also observed positive
interdependence and individual account-
ability as key elements in cooperative
learning; however, he introduces two other
principles, namely, equal participation and
simultaneous interaction.

If teachers undertake the tasks of
planning a cooperative learning class,
along with the principles mentioned
above, additional decisions need to be
made. Johnson & Johnson (1999, p. 75)
consider it necessary to determine how to
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integrate formal cooperative learning in
which students constitute groups for several
lessons, with informal teams. Additionally,
the organization of groups according to
specific criteria for the selection of members
and the distribution of participants’ roles are
key issues for the support of the principles
of cooperative learning. Dornyei & Malderez
(1999, p. 169) state that teachers’ skills in
managing groups in the EFL classroom to
a great extend originate from educators’
knowledge of group dynamics.

Arranging and monitoring groups are
part of the cooperative atmosphere that
is fundamental to encouraging positive
relations among members. Participants in
a team might feel a sense of identity when
they are assigned a role to perform since
they assume new responsibilities, challenges
or tasks in order to achieve a common goal
(Millis & Cottell, 1997). Finally, planning
cooperative learning experiences also has
implications for certain aspects of lesson
organization. Some of them include the
determination of how cooperative work
becomes part of the class stages, the
supervision of students’ attitudes in order
to gather information as well as to improve
students’ work, and an enriching evaluation
process (Johnson et al., 1999).

The following studies inform what
participants in cooperative work experiences
have said about their involvement with this
kind of approach. Children’s reflections
during and after working cooperatively with
a team of partners to complete a science
class project were part of the sources from
which Muller & Fleming (2001) drew their
conclusions about their pupils’ learning
process. This study not only confirms the
benefits of cooperative learning mentioned

in previous studies, but also points out
difficulties that this methodology can bring.
For instance, some students might end
up doing all the work and certain group
members might not contribute as others do.
In relation to the teachers’ role during the
development of this study;, it is stressed that
when teachers work completely on their own
to implement cooperative learning, they
might find the experience tough. Therefore,
the provision of support for teachers who
decide to work with this approach is highly
recommended.

Other studies in the area of cooperative
learning reveal how teachers made decisions
in terms of grouping. Kutnick et al. (2005)
worked with twenty teachers from different
areas at secondary schools in England to
determine their thoughts and practices
regarding the way they grouped their
students in lessons. Results showed that
teachers’ choosing specific
groupings depended on the stages of the
classes. Teachers believed in the benefits of
teamwork but they did not prepare students
to work cooperatively. Controlling pupils’
behaviour was closely related to teachers’
about grouping. Individual
learning received much more acceptance
than the idea of interaction among students.
Some teachers thought that small grouping
was time consuming and they might lose
control.

Regarding teachers’ implementation of
cooperative learning, Siegel (2005) explored
how a math teacher put this method into
practice within a research-based model.
The math teacher’s study revealed that the
implementation of cooperative learning is
not a simple task. Additionally, she found
that in a constructivist perspective “one

criteria for

decisions
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set of factors influencing a teacher’s use of
cooperative learning will be his or her prior
knowledge of teaching and experience as a
teacher” (p. 346).

Cooperative Learning: A
Component in the Pedagogical
Module in the PFPD PROFILE

The cooperative learning workshop was
implemented during the two years in which
this study took place. The following diagram
summarizes the process we followed during

Socializing
experiences

Looking at
theoretical
principles

Exploring
previous )
knowledge Cooperative
Learning Experiencing
Workshop the method

the program to support educators in their
development of teaching skills in the area of
cooperative learning.

This workshop usually took the form of
three sessions. Two initial consecutive sessions
explored teachers’previous knowledgelooking
at the principles behind cooperative learning
and involving teachers in experiencing the
method.

In order to achieve this, a task was
organized. The worksheet (See Appendix 1)
supported the beginning of the workshop.
Teachers read about the principles of

Context-
ualizing the
method

Writing a
report

Diagram 1. Process followed to support teachers in the development of teaching skills in cooperative learning.
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cooperative learning and prepared a short
presentation for peers. They wrote their
summary in the petals of a flower that
was completed as each teacher shared
their conclusions with their peers. To
fulfill their tasks, teachers worked in
groups of four and performed specific
functions (monitor, speaker, secretary and
designer). As they worked in teams, the
tutor demonstrated different aspects to be
taken into consideration when dealing with
cooperative learning. From the distribution
of materials to particular ideas in giving
instructions, reducing noise or coordinating
what happened in groups, the tutor acted
as a guide to illustrate possibilities. All the
stages and roles of participants during the
workshop served, at the end of the sessions,
as points of analysis to be discussed and
connected with participants’ experiences in
their real contexts.

At this point, participants were
encouraged to implement the approach
and prepare a written report. They were
also asked to be ready to share with
their peers their impressions about what
happened during their implementations.
This task was developed in groups or
individually. They were invited to get
online support for their implementations.
They could send drafts or express their
concerns, and were given feedback and
comments; we provided suggestions about
authors that could support their planning,
methodological tips and the introduction
of philosophical reflection with their
students. Furthermore, they were provided
with  bibliographical information to
complement their knowledge.

After implementations took place, a
socialization session was held so that teachers

had the chance to share what they did and the
results which were produced; they revealed
their experiences, some of them successful
and others not so fortunate, but all of them
enriched each other since it was feedback
coming from similar situations.

Setting Up a Research Framework
to Explore In-service Teachers’
Implementation

of Cooperative Learning

Context and Participants’ Profile

This study took into account what
twenty male and fifty female public school
teachers who participated in PROFILE
during 2004 and 2005 reported regarding
their experiences. They held Licenciatura
degrees in Philology and Languages, Modern
Languages or similar programs. Some of them
worked exclusively in teaching English, but
others worked in teaching Spanish, too. Their
ages varied from the early twenties to the early
fifties. They belonged to 34 public schools
located around the city and implemented
cooperative learning in secondary education.
Approximately fifty percent of the teachers
had heard of this approach before, but
only thirty percent claimed they had used
it. Educators had heard of it during their
undergraduate programs or symposiums.
The strongest reasons they gave for not
having worked with cooperative learning
before dealt with their belief that it was very
complex or its association with ordinary
group work. Among the total number of
teachers, fifteen percent said they had used
it but not systematically; they thought they
lacked the theoretical background and had
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not implemented it with all the strategies and
conditions required to guide their students
in achieving common goals.

The lessons in which these teachers
worked with cooperative learning included
from forty to fifty boys and girls on average.
Students who attended most of the schools
lived in challenging
conditions. Based on teachers’ comments,

S0cio-economic

violence, drug-abuse, mugging and early-
pregnancy are some of the social problems
in these contexts. A good number of them
lived in single-parent families and started to
work very early.

Method

This research is effected as a qualitative case
study. In this light, the case study presented
here is aimed at understanding the meaning
of an experience on how a particular group
of teachers makes sense of using cooperative
work in their classes. According to Merriam
(1988), a qualitative case study is “an intensive,
holistic description and analysis of a single
instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 9).
This method provided us with a rich view of
the data collected in order to interpret and
reflect on teachers’ perceptions towards using
cooperative work in their classes.

Procedures for Data Collection and
Analysis

Surveys

Seventy teachers were asked to fill in
a survey (Bell, 1999) at the end of the
program. All the questions were open. The
survey started by asking participants about
their favorite methodology during the PFPD

program. Then other questions about their
implementation, such as reasons for their
preferences, duration of the implementation,
their acquaintance with that methodology
and results in their lessons, along with
their recommendations for other teachers
who might intend to use it, gave an overall
picture of the approach teachers followed
(See Appendix 2).

Teachers’ reports

We might associate this type of
instrument to what Hubbard & Power
(1993) call ‘students’ artifacts. During the
teachers’ cooperative learning workshop,
they were asked to write a report on their
implementation of this methodology in
their classes. The guidelines provided
by the tutors asked teachers to focus on
three aspects. First, they contextualized
the experience which involved describing
duration, grade, group size and objective of
the activity. Second, teachers narrated how
they organized their lesson and the stages of
the activity. Third, they described what they
had observed during their implementation
in relation to their experiences and to those
of their students, feelings and opinions of
this approach. They had the chance to work
individually or in groups with teachers in
their schools who were in the program. We
analyzed 32 reports from teachers in 2004
and 2005. These reports were not expected
to be graded as such since teachers self-
evaluated their participation in workshops.

Interviews

interview  (Bell,
1999) was used to explore the teachers’

A semi-structured

implementations of cooperative learning
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in their lessons. The base questions for the
interview were basically the same used in the
survey plus the ones that emerged during
the process which provided an opportunity
to expand their comments (See Appendix 2).
Twenty-one teachers were interviewed. They
volunteered to answer and their answers
were audio-recorded.

Field notes

Following Hubbard & Power (1993), we
used field notes to record the comments that
teachers voluntarily decided to share with
their peers about their implementation of
cooperative learning. We took notes each
session in which this took place, recording
as much as possible of what they said. These
records represent the oral version of their
written reports.

The data analysis in this study is based on
a grounded approach; this approach invites
the researcher to read the data several times to
notice similar themes or patterns (Freeman,
1998). We wanted to analyze the data from
surveys, teachers’ reports, interviews and
field notes to identify the categories that
emerged from that analysis.

We followed the principles of trian-
gulation to provide credibility for our study.
We took into consideration multiple methods
for data gathering (Martin Denzin, 1978, as
cited in Freeman, 1998). Furthermore our
study involved more than one researcher;
according to Janesick (1994), this is called
investigator/researcher triangulation because
it uses more than one investigator/researcher
to gather data.

Characterization of Teachers’
Implementation of Cooperative
Work in Their Classrooms

The analysis of the thirty-four reports
submitted and shared by teachers in the
same number of public schools in Bogotd,
along with the teachers’ comments during
feedback sessions, informed us as to how they
organized the cooperative experience in their
classrooms. Thefrequencyofimplementation
of this approach in classes varied from one
time, for the teachers who used it the least,
to one semester, for the ones who used
it the most. On average, the participants
implemented it for approximately two

Percentage and 27.5% 37.9% 13.6% 7 % 7% 3.6% 3.4%
language learning Readin
. . . g .
activities students PrOJECt Z{es\tfh:g Sptefail'ng Zocab'ulary Spanish Listening Starting
r ritin nin r
developed WO iting activities earning dlasses group
Chart 1. Distribution of cooperative activities per course.
15% 10 % 25 % 35% 10 % 5%
Percentage and
Distribution
per Course 6th 7th 8th 9th 10th 11th

Chart 2. Kinds of activities developed.
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months during the 10 months that they
participated in the PFPD. The following
charts reveal teachers’ preferences in relation

to courses and kinds of activities when setting
up cooperative work.

-Previous group

conform groups
arrangements

-Mixed-weak

and strong Ss

-Perception of peers
responsible

Ne of Students
per group and 3 Students 8% 4 Students 62% 5 Students 30%
percentage
Criteria t Based
retia o ase o)n Based on Ss’ Based on
conform groups teacher’s 37.5% . . 54% 8.5%
. likes/choices consensus
and percentage criteria
Flexibilit
. Teacher Py

Assignation of roles . Students chose in the

assigned 45% . 40% . 15%
and percentages their roles assignation

roles

of roles
-At random
(numbering) . .
-Friendsh
. -The kinds of tasks riends .1p Teachers were open

Specific reasons to -Popularity

but they made slight

modifications to Ss’ choices

-Division of texts
Criteria for role -Requirements of tasks
assignation -perception of

students’ skills

-Prestige to have a

role (monitor)

- Perception of

abilities and skills

- The needs of the group
- A leader assigned roles

- teacher assigned Ss changed

to feel more comfortable

Chart 3. Teachers’ criteria for group organization.

Group organization, as a key feature in
cooperative learning, took a good amount of
time from teachers. Several variables, such as
the ones shown in the chart below, seemed
significant at the time when the groups were
formed.

Revealing Teachers’ Perceptions
about Themselves as Guides in a
Cooperative Learning Experience

When teachers implemented cooperative
work in their classes, they continuously

reflected upon the possibilities that this
pedagogical strategy offered and upon their
classrooms’ reality. The following findings
describe in detail how they viewed themselves
as initiators of cooperative work, showing
the path to their students.

The Teacher as a Mediator in a
Cooperative Environment

Guiding their pupils in learning how to
work cooperatively required teachers to act as
agents through which common efforts could
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be channeled. In achieving the previous role,
teachers seemed to soften relations among
their students, foster students’ expression of
their ideas, and encourage reflection upon
the meaning of cooperative learning. As an
illustration of how teachers assumed the
roles of mediators in their implementation of
cooperative learning, an excerpt of a report
prepared by a group of teachers is cited below.
In this implementation, students were placed
in groups made up of a leader, a materials
monitor, a designer and a reading monitor.
After they had worked together for a while,
some of them started to act aggressively; they
shouted and tried to fight. Teachers agreed
that this type of behavior is common in the
context of many public schools. The problem
arose because students felt forced to do what
their partners told them to do. After this
difficulty started, teachers commented, “in
this moment, the teacher acted asa conciliator
and two of them came back to work with their
group, the other two students definitely did
not want to work, they did different things”.
This situation relates to the most noticeable
feature teachers remarked on their roles as
mediators; they became similar to bridges
for communication among students.
Information collected suggests that
teachers had a tendency to be more flexible
in their roles in order to facilitate cooperation
not only among their pupils, but also between
themselves and their pupils. They shared
their “steering wheel” with their students
so that they were not always in front of the
class guiding others and monopolizing
the opportunities for communication. In
transferring authority to the groups, teachers
showed their students that they were not the
only person in the classroom who gave and
had knowledge and they gave their pupils

new possibilities for learning since sometimes
students understood their peers better than
teachers. This is reflected in the notes taken
during a feedback session in which Aura’s
comments were recorded. Aura was a ninth-
grade teacher who worked in a school located
on the edge of the city, where a high number
of students have the characteristics of rural
citizens. She said while using this approach she
noticed how students could also be leaders.
It was not always she who made decisions.
Students made appropriate selections of team
members since they knew their peers’ abilities.
The teacher was not always in control and she
felt more like a guide.

Additionally, mediation to
make cooperative learning a successful ex-
perience bore connections with the ways in
which educators encouraged their students’
development of qualified work. There are
several comments in which praise or rewards
took on an important value for teachers.
This is reflected in a report that three
teachers wrote, to wit: after students had
created articles cooperatively about different
issues such as poetry, culture and sports, they
were rewarded as the best works and were
published in the school bulletin.

Closely related to the challenge that
teachers took of assuming new attitudes
towards their students, participants talked
about their disposition in managing their
feelings and emotions in coherent ways
within a cooperative environment. They
commented that usually, as the number of
students in their classrooms is extremely
high, they might become quite stressed when
they try to handle all the managerial aspects
to support the learning of 50 students or
even more without any help. They frequently
have to pay attention to the organization of

teachers’

112 Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Facultad de Ciencias Humanas, Departamento de Lenguas Extranjeras

28/09/2007 12:42:22 a.m.



PROFILE 8.indd 113

Looking at Cooperative Learning through the Eyes of Public Schools Teachers Participating...

materials, the clarity of procedures and the
way students were using language, just to
list some issues. When they started to use
cooperative learning, they felt this method
helped them to avoid becoming overstressed
since they shared responsibilities.

During this experience, educators also
faced the pressure of the policies they had to
follow in their schools. A silent classroom, with
students writing on their own and sitting in
rows, was expected from many of them. Ernesto
commented about his experience that:

I would like to contribute to the discussion with
somepointsinrelationto theschooladministration.
When [ started assigning cooperative work,
students worked in groups; some of them worked,
others came, others went around and they (the
administration) told me off. ‘It seems you are doing
nothing in your class; why aren’t your students
quiet? Why aren’t they silent?” The coordinator
wanted to see the kids in lines, silent and writing;
that’s for her a good teacher. These are retrograde

ideas and one has to fight against them.

Though the teachers’ initial fear, caused
by the noise in groups, worried them for a
while, apparently their concerns tended to
turn into relief as they gained more skills. On
the whole, they mentioned that being more
relaxed provided them with opportunities
to look at students in greater detail and to
solve problems which previously they did
not know how to solve. Several participants
remarked that students were not the only
ones who showed more self-confidence
during this experience. A good number of
educators claimed that they felt more self-
assured themselves.

As teachers acted as mediators, they
noticed that their efforts brought another
meaningful contribution to them; they
knew more about their students and about

their own teaching skills. Specifically, they
increased their understanding in relation to
their students’ need for more social abilities,
their hidden talents and the way in which
those skills could help others in the lessons.
This reminded them that it was not only the
teaching of English that was at stake in their
EFL lessons.

The Search for Class Organization

While working with cooperative learning,
teachers commented on the efforts that they
made to arrange their classrooms as spaces
where cooperative learning might take place;
many times their job contexts seemed not to
fit with the innovation they tried to carry out.
For some educators, the lack of materials, the
kind of desks or the number of students in
classrooms became obstacles. Apparently,
their first step to overcome this challenge
was to become aware of their need to plan
their lessons more systematically. Teachers
considered that any plan to encourage
cooperative learning strategies in the class
would only have a good chance of working
if circumstances were propitious. Among
these conditions, they underlined preparing
the lesson carefully in advance, taking into
account possible difficulties, being alert to
the need to reshape the lesson as this took
place, and having enough resolution to keep
on despite downfalls.

Specific curricular aspects that educators
keptinmindwhenorganizingthiscooperative
approach dealt with the clarity of objectives
as well as topics, the specification of tasks,
the organization of time, the availability of
materials needed and the clarity in the rules
of the game for students. Jorge was a teacher
who decided to develop his research project
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on cooperative learning. He worked with
students in 10" grade and when we asked
him about his suggestions for other teachers
who wanted to use cooperative learning in
classes he commented:

I would tell them to use this strategy as a learning
and teaching method. Nevertheless, what you
have to do as a teacher and your commitment
increases and this is so because you have to
consider the organization of many aspects in
advance. Something which you probably don’t
do traditionally for your class... for example,
resources and above all monitoring and providing

feedback in relation to students’ responsibilities.

A great deal of participants’ planning
involved their search for suitable possibilities
to plan for both work with groups and work
with the whole class. Facing this challenge
was not easy because it implied a change in
their traditional organization of students in
the class space; teachers did not find it easy to
break the traditional sitting in lines. However,
as teachers experimented with cooperative
leaning, they realized this was suitable for
mixed ability classes, a characteristic of the
large groups they usually teach.

As teachers work in preparing their
teaching setting for cooperative learning
experiences, they realized it was important
to combine several methodologies and
approaches in their teaching. Many of them
said that they integrated project work and
task-based learning with cooperative work
since they perceived similarities and coherent
principles to support students in their
development of language-learning processes;
guiding students in a systematic process such
as writing by means of cooperative learning
can enrich them a lot, they expressed. Jimena
talked about her experience with two of her
colleagues in an interview.

We integrated cooperative learning and Project
Work. This is to say that the work we developed
was geared towards the development of a project
by means of cooperative learning. We designed
some workshops based on clear specific tasks
and everything was part of a process ‘till a final

product was reached.

The planning of evaluation experiences
in agreement with cooperative learning
principles was a concern for many teachers
too. They regarded evaluation as a shared
task among teachers and students and
looked for different alternatives in their
assessment of pupils. Cooperative learning
allowed teachers to open more to the value
of self-assessment since students worked
more in identifying their own weaknesses
and strengths. Moreover, students’ constant
monitoring of their peers’ performance,
as well as their group reflection in order to
achieve a specific task, made peer-evaluation
a more spontaneous practice. Self and peer
assessment seemed to make the teacher’s
job in the area of evaluation more complete
because they had more points of view as
regards their students’ performance and
attitudes.

Teachers’ Realization of the Need

for Continuous Professional
Development: A Link to Their School
Community

The positive and negative results that
teachers achieved while working with
cooperative learning seemed to have
encouraged them tolook deeply at themselves
as professionals in need of continuous
improvement. To begin with, they questioned
what they knew about this approach. In
fact, several participants stressed at the end
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of the program that they were still lacking
more knowledge and experience in working
with cooperative learning; as a consequence
of that, they showed willingness to obtain
more information as well as to increase
their skills in using this pedagogical strategy.
Participants valued development programs
not only because they studied theory and
were encouraged to put it into practice, but
also because they were monitored in their
implementations by tutors. Regarding the
previous aspect, Hector, an eleventh-grade
teacher, said during the feedback sessions
that reading the comments that his tutors had
written in his report had made him aware of
key aspects of his experience. He commented
that for him theory had always been important
but that now he thought it was secondary. It
was not only theory but also practice that he
needed to pay attention to.

Furthermore, participants remarked how,
by means of their participation in the program,
they moved from a pure experimental practice
into a more documented work since they
wrote about their processes. On the whole,
educators considered that these kinds of
courses gave them the support they needed
to be more systematic and analytic in their
teaching. In relation to her experience with
cooperative learning, Rosa commented in an
interview:

...being accompanied and supported, sometimes
you need another person who can tell you let’s take
into account opportunities, spaces and schedule...
you sometimes are very relaxed on your own
discipline and you do not set a suitable rhythm to
work. When you have acquired a commitment with
an institution and you feel they are by your side,

you are more devoted in those kinds of things.

Teachers had the opportunity to
experience cooperative learning first as

learners in the program and then they
carried it out with their students. Teachers
were encouraged to try this method in their
classes, thus, participants informed us that
the TDP fostered their innovations. Their
EFL classrooms were the school context
where cooperative leaning took place in
the first place, but teachers also transferred
their new skills and used the approach in
other classes, namely, in the Spanish ones.
Additionally, this approach was also used
when various activities for school were being
organized. Cooperative learning went beyond
the EFL classroom context since teachers saw
a variety of opportunities at their disposal
for helping themselves and others.

Teachers perceived cooperative work as
a learning experience which took place not
only among their students, but also among
teachers in their institutions. Among their
group of colleagues in the EFL area at their
schools, it was possible for some educators to
replicate the workshops that they had been
part of in the TDP about how a cooperative
lesson could be. That is to say, they could
support their preparation of cooperative
work experiences among themselves before
putting them into practice. Likewise, it
seemed for them that the possibility to have
a bigger impact in their students related to
how they teamed up with teachers in the
same grade.

Conclusions and Pedagogical
Implications

Cooperative learning as a pedagogical
strategy, in which groups of students are
guided to structure their work strategically
to support each other in reaching common
goals, does not seem to be implemented
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regularly by a large number of public school
teachers. Group workwithoutaclearstructure
for cooperation is widely practiced in the
context of the population studied. Different
factors, such as teachers’ lack of knowledge,
confidence, specific logistic features of their
job context and school policies, seemed to
explain educators’ attitudes. Thus, the use
of mainstream methodologies in EFL might
pose some challenges for specific populations
of teachers in our country. Further research
in regards to these factors might contribute
to what teachers themselves and teacher
educators might plan to support their work
with the methodologies they choose to try.

Characterizing  teachers’  decisions
in regards to their implementations of
cooperative learning revealed their tendency
to adapt the basic principles of this
pedagogical strategy to their contextual needs
and their previous teaching experiences. The
great variety of options that we perceived
in educators’ organization of groups, kind
of classroom activities and combination of
methodologies supports Siegel, 2005, p. 347.
He concluded that professional development
coursesshouldincludestrategiestoencourage
teachers to describe their daily teaching
practices as a way to foster the integration of
cooperative learning in their work.

Teachers perceived cooperative learning
as a methodology which in several respects
shared similarities with other pedagogical
strategies they had used in their efforts to
support their students’
learning of English. In this sense, cooperative
learning seemed to be an ideal ally for task-
based learning and project work which
shared tenets with communicative language
teaching approaches. This, in turn, endorses
the views of Arias et al. (2005) in relation to

communicative

the experimental attitude that teachers need
to adopt when working with this approach.
Experimenting can facilitate the way in which
cooperative learning spontaneously becomes
a part of a teacher’s pedagogical strategies
and so obstacles might be overcome.

The experience of incorporating
cooperative methodologies in our classrooms
opens up a rainbow of opportunities for
teaching and learning. Teachers developed
skills  to conduct future cooperative
experiences, encouraging their students to
grow academically and to be society members
who build new knowledge and experience
together.

Teachers’ implementation of cooperative
work seemed to provide them with a
myriad of positive pedagogical outcomes
which brought benefits for themselves
and their students. Even though educators
also encountered difficulties in using the
approach, part of their learning process dealt
with their awareness of how to overcome
those limitations. Difficulties appeared as a
natural part of the process which involved
leavingaside thekind of traditional classroom
work that hinders possibilities for innovation
in aspects such as seating arrangement and
assignation along with distribution of roles
in the lessons. Other difficulties reported
by teachers included how hard, on a regular
basis, they found it to encourage students
to assume genuine cooperative attitudes.
They regarded the problematic context in
which public school students often live as a
potential reason for their pupils refusing to
cooperate. Despite the previous vicissitudes,
most participants accepted the challenge
of innovating by means of this approach
and tried to take the necessary measures to
organize a cooperative classroom.
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Providing for a genuine cooperative
environment meant that the majority of
participants had to assume a reflective
attitude in considering what cooperation
implied. Crandall (1999) underlines
the fundamental role that teachers play
in planning strategies to discuss with
their students’ cognitive, social and
learning issues in cooperative work.
Using cooperative learning led teachers
to consider and take actions about the
importance of their roles as mediators
among themselves and their students in
establishing a cooperative environment.
It is necessary to construct and develop
cooperation abilities since it is not easy to
change our mentality if, traditionally, we
have been working in isolation.

Participants’ views about the relevant
role of teacher development programs in
their education implies that individuals and
institutions supporting teachers need to
seek opportunities to monitor and further
support participant educators in their
classroom innovations not only while the
program takes place but, ideally, after it has
finished.

Since participants perceived cooperative
work as a necessary skill among colleagues in
the same institution or different ones, they
could become involved in networking. This
kind of association might bring educators’
“emotional support and professional support
and growth taking into consideration that
personal and professional dimension inter-
relate” (Oliphant, 1996, p. 69).
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Appendix 1: Worksheet that Supported the Beginning
of the Workshop

PFPD “PROFILE”
2t UNIVERSIDAD Bogota D.C 2005
. NACIONAL
DE COLOMBIA Topic: Cooperative learning

Sede Santafé de Bogota Tutor: John J Viafara
Facultad de Ciencias Humanas

(2
S

Departamento de Lenguas Extranjeras Date: 30/ 05

1. Cooperative learning is based on four essential principles. These principles form an
acronym. Try to write two words which you think correspond to a letter in the acronym
for each principle in cooperative learning.

2. The traditional classroom differs from cooperative learning in several ways. Fill in the
chart by writing characteristics for each one of them.

Cooperative learning Traditional classroom

Classroom organization

Participation

Students’ roles

Teachers’ roles

Learning

Reference: Kagan, S. (1994) Cooperative Learning. CA: Kagan Cooperative Learning.
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Appendix 2. Survey about Cooperative Learning

Dear teacher, the following survey is to explore the experience that has been
carried out with you in pedagogy module. We are interested in studying the generated
processes from the work done throughout the semester. Beforehand I thank you for your
contribution in answering the questions, an action that will improve work in the area.

Did any of the methodologies or approaches studied in the course call your
attention?

If so, justify your answer. Which methodology?
Why did it call your attention?

Have you implemented this method or approach in your class while you were
part of this course?

How long did the implementation take? Or how many classes did you take?

Have you heard of this method or approach before joining the PFPD PROFILE
Program?

Have you used it before?

What happened while the implementation took place in your class throughout
the Program?

. What would you advise teachers who would like to use this method or

approach?
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