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Abstract

In recent decades due to the importance of cooperative learning (CL,
hereafter) in communicative approaches to language learning/teaching,
numerous research studies have investigated it meticulously from different
aspects (Brown, 2001). The effectiveness of CL has been proved through
lots of research findings (Johnson, & Johnson, 1989; Kagan, 1986; Slavin,
1988, to name a few). One of the important aspects of cooperation is the
group composition or grouping "who with whom" (Baer, 2003). A key
question regarding group composition is how effective different grouping
strategies are, but there is not a consensus about the superiority of
heterogeneity or homogeneity in the structure of the groups (Baer, 2003).
According to Jacobs (2006), teachers can place students in homogeneous
and heterogeneous groups with respect to their language proficiency, first
language, ethnicity and gender, as well as social and educational
background. The present study was an attempt to investigate the impact
that homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings of learners regarding their
prior level of achievement had on the writing ability of Iranian EFL
intermediate learners working cooperatively. It also aimed at investigating
rigorously what happened to different ability levels, i.e. high and low
learners in either grouping format. 104 learners participated in the study

and took a standardized PET proficiency test. Then a writing test taken
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from PET sample tests was assigned as a pre-test. In order to have a real
heterogeneous group, the scores of the students that fell within a range of
0.4 standard deviations above and below the mean were not used in the
study. Therefore, 66 high and low proficient learners were assigned into
three groups: heterogeneous group, homogeneous high group, and
homogeneous low group. Following the end of the treatment that took 10
sessions for 30 minutes, all groups received a writing test as a post-test. A
test of between-subjects one way ANOVA was carried out to examine
whether there was a significant difference among the learners’ writing
performance on the post-test. Since the difference was significant, a
Scheffe test was conducted to be sure of precisely where the differences
occurred. Moreover, to figure out if the students at the post-test improved
and to discover whether the differences were statistically significant, t-tests
were rtun. The results demonstrated that learners improved their
performance through cooperation, whether working with stronger or
weaker peers. However, heterogeneous grouping showed superiority over
homogeneous grouping at the low level. Low students in the heterogeneous
class made more relative gains than high students in the same class. It must
be noted that low students did not improve at the expense of high students.
The results revealed that cooperative learning could be especially beneficial

for low students. The researcher hopes that the findings of the present study
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will give teachers deep insights into group compositions in CL courses, and

will help them make better group experiences for students.
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