Making Collaborative Learning Possible

There are several things that a teacher is expected to do in order to make collaborative (or cooperative) learning possible. These expectations include creating a positive classroom atmosphere, recognizing the value of individuals, helping students feel comfortable learning to work together, and developing the social skills of students.

Classroom Atmosphere

An atmosphere where students feel free to express their ideas without scorn from classmates, are encouraged to think about mathematics on a deeper level, and are provided the opportunity to develop essential mathematical skills is truly a challenge to create. The classroom environment is crucial to the success of the student. It is the responsibility of the teacher to create such an environment. In order to create this atmosphere it is important for teachers to understand the philosophy behind cooperative learning and reform mathematics. It is also important for students to understand the value of working together and are ready to take an active role in their own learning.  It is not an easy task to create an atmosphere to do this. The following three principles can help create such an environment, but are not intended to stand alone. Creating a good environment is an ongoing process that begins with three ideas.

1. Value of the Individual

Perhaps the most fundamental belief of cooperative learning is that every student is viewed as an important contribution to the class. Every student participates in group activities and is given the chance to voice ideas and opinions. In order to set a tone that will promote respect for individuals, classroom rules should be established. A set of rules should be developed and agreed upon by the classroom community. A set of possible rules is included in the section on Student Expectations. The rules should be discussed and displayed in the classroom and teachers should at all times model the rules correctly. 

2. Team Building

Even in classrooms where the rules for respect are followed, experience has shown that students still cannot communicate together if they do not have a sense of community. It is important for teachers to help students develop positive social connections with each other at the beginning of the year that bring the class together as one community. One way to help develop this is through team building activities. These activities range from simple 5 minute tasks to week-long, exhausting, physical challenges. The most common activities used are commonly called “icebreakers” and can be in books as well as on the internet. Icebreakers are short, fun activities that encourage students to interact with and become familiar with each other. One such example is a Human Scavenger Hunt where students roam the classroom looking for students who have 5 siblings or know someone famous. Larger challenges, sometimes called “Project X” are activities that require more time, space, and planning but are usually more rewarding. An example of such an activites is the Electric Fence where a piece or rope is tied between two trees about 4 or 5 feet from the ground and the students are asked to get the entire class to the other side of the “fence.” All of these activities help students learn positive things about classmates whom they might not know very well as well as creating a sense of classroom community. The time taken for these activities pays off later in helping students feel comfortable enough to work together.

3. Teaching Social Skills

It has been shown that social skills are critical to the success of any group. There is no guarantee that students of any age will have the necessary social skills for effective communication with group members. It is often necessary to teach these skills in order to create a classroom environment suitable for learning. Examples of specific social skills include the following.

· Responding to ideas respectfully

· Keeping track of time

· Disagreeing in an agreeable way

· Involving everyone

· Following directions

Skills should be specific, not broad, as broad skills like listening and cooperating are too general to teach and practice. These skills should be discussed and practiced in the classroom in order to be effective.

