Classroom Techniques

While productive collaborative learning depends to a degree upon student and group attitudes and skills, much of the success of group learning in a reform mathematics classroom depends on the teacher’s management of the classroom. Key areas for insuring effective group activities include giving clear directions, establishing a materials center, classroom arrangement, establishing routines, developing positive interdependence, establishing individual accountability, and handling conflict effectively.

Giving Clear Directions

There is nothing that frustrates students more than not knowing what it is that they are supposed to be doing.  Giving clear directions is essential.  Because students are all at different reading levels and all have different learning styles, it is very important that directions are clear and are presented in a variety of ways.  Reading directions aloud and having directions displayed during work time can be effective.  It is also important to make sure that students read directions on their own BEFORE beginning the task at hand.

Establishing a Materials Center 

Having an established locations for materials can help minimize confusion and maximize valuable work time.  Teachers should make sure that all needed supplies are available at the center before class, and students should already be aware that this is where materials can be found.  A materials center saves time and encourages both the teacher and the students to be well organized.

Classroom Arrangement and Establishing Routines

Classrooms should be arranged to promote face-to-face interaction among group members.  More information on this can be found on the Physical Environment portion of this web page.  Routines should be established for simple things such as getting into groups, moving the furniture, and getting the class to be quiet.  Make sure that students understand the routine and its purpose and then have a chance to practice the routine so that they know what is expected.

Developing Positive Interdependence and Establishing Individual Accountability

Although it is a wonderful idea for all students to be intrinsically motivated, the fact remains that many students need extrinsic conditions to motivate them to work together.  This can be done through simple things like only answering group questions, only giving each group one set of materials to use, and establishing a group goal.  Things like this make it much harder for students to work independently.  Although it is very important for students to want to work in groups, students must also be held personally accountable for work.  This can be done through a variety of methods.  One method is to have all students include their signature on any piece of group work.  Another method is holding each student responsible for being able to describe any aspect of the group exploration.  Little things like this remind students that although group work is essential, individual contributions must be made.

Handling Conflict Effectively

Part of the group process is learning how to disagree effectively.  Conflict only inhibits learning when it becomes counterproductive.  The goal as a teacher is to encourage healthy debate and to eliminate negative conflict.  When a group seems to be at an impasse, the teacher should help the group resolve the conflict rather than simply breaking up the group.  Giving help does not mean entering into the conflict or solving the problem for the students. The teacher must help the students become their own best problem solvers.  Conflict can be healthy and can stimulate thinking if teachers help students learn how to question each other in a positive tone; however, conflict resolution requires complex skills and will take time for students to practice and learn.
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