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Abstract

Cooperative Learning flourished out of a social constructivist perspectivs: to learning
and is almost an inevitablé learning/teaching component in the dominant modern classrooms
all around the world. With a growing reliance on cooperative learning in L1 classrooms and
with the development of different versions of CL methods, a key question is how effective
each one of these methods could be in L2 contexts. Findings of the recent studies, though
controversial, are starting to uncover the complexities of Cooperative Learning and are
evaluating the impact that different CL methods have on the overall achievement of the
ESL/EFL learners.

To investigate the possible ways of such incorporation in reading classes, two groups
of lower-intermediate Iranian high school students were taught reading via two methods of
Conventional Whole-class and Learning Together Model of Cooperative Learning developed
mainly by Johnson & Johnson. A reading pre-test was given to assure their homogeneity
before instruction. The data on the pre-test was also used to see any significant change at the
end of the study. It was confirmed that the groups belonged to the same population regarding
reading ability at the beginning of the study.

At the end of the instruction this was not to be the case. The Cooperative Learning
group outperformed the Conventional group with regards to reading ability. It seemed that in
the cooperative classroom the balance between teacher and students control was well
established. In addition, peer learning proved beneficial since the evaluation criteria dictated
that each group would have the same faith at the end of the day.

To conclude, this study indicates that it’s high time that more novel techniques of
instruction start taking the place of the lecture format classroom. Or at least there should be

some harmony between old and new. Only time will tell if this can ever be accomplished.
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Chapter One

Background and Purpose




1.1. Ihtroduction

From a variety of theoretical perspectives, it is claimed that
learning improves when it is carried out as a constructive and social
activity. (Ba;ros & Verdejo, 1998). Cooperative learning ( CL,
henceforth) originally based on the social constructivist views 6f
learning and as a major teaching/learning strategy , aims to make
instruction more relevant and students more responsible (Barros &
Verdejo, 1998).

CL is defined as the instructional use of small groups so that
students work together to maximize their own and each other’s learning.
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec 1998).CL represents the product of
ongoing investigation based on theory, research, and practice as to how
to maximize the benefits of student-student interaction. (Jacobs, Iddings,
& McCafferty, 2006). Over 550 research studies (ibid) back the
conclusion that Cooperative Learning produces gains across all content
areas, all grade levels, and among all types of students including special
' needs, high achieving, gifted, urban, rural, and all ethnic and racial
groups. In terms of consistency of positive outcomes, Cooperative

Learning remains the strongest researched educational innovation ever




with regard to producing achievement gains (Kagan, 1999). Several
studies have also been conducted in L1 settings comparing the relative
effectiveness of cooperative, competitive, and individualistic learning
| (Johnson & Johnson, 1998).

The purpose of CL is to make each group member a stronger individual
in his/her own right (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). It is not having students
merely sitting together, helping the others do their work. Having
students who finish their work first to assist others is not a form of CL,
either. Neither is assigning a group of students to vs;'ork together without
assuring that all contribute to the product. The concept of grouping and
. the nature of these grouping is an important issue.

CL as a generic term refers to numerous strategies for grouping
students. At least 20 different strategies have been formally described in
the research literature (Johnson& Johnson, 1989; 1994, 1998; Jacobs,
Iddings, & McCafferty, 2006). For example, the Structural Approach
(Kagan, 1989), Group Investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 1992), Student
Team Learning (Aronson, Blaney, Stephan, Sikes, & Snapp, 1978; Slavin,
1995), Curriculum Packages (Slavin, Leavey, & Madden, 1986) Student
Teams Achievement Divisions ( STAD), Learning Together

Model(Johnson & Johnson,1994), Team Game Tournament, Team-




Assisted Initialization, Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition,
Numbered Heads Together, etc...

Even though appropriate use of student groups for learning has been

. shown to yield significant learning improvement across disciplines, the

successful apiolication of CL in classrooms still eludes many educators
(Johnson& Johnson, 1999a).In fact one of the very important features of
CL is appropriate assignment to groups since grouping “Who with
whom” in thé courses which employ CL as the major instructional model
is very important. Considering just with a change in group composition a

whole educational course can be more efficient or unsuccessful, it seems

' reasonable to investigate this issue empirically instead of wavering

among many contradictory findings (Baer, 2003).

As mentioned, one of the newly developed models of CL is
Johnsons’ Learning Together Model. This model consists of well-
organized strategies each in line with one of the five major principles
forming the backbone of the whole model, namely, positive
interdependence, individual accountability, promotive interaction, group
processing, and development of small- group interpersonal skills
(Johnson & Johnson,1994a,1994b).The key issue to be investigated is

the effectiveness of Learning Together Model in reading skills of EFL




high school students in Iran, where, most probably, L2 reading has been
learned and taught conventionally and individualistically during the past
few decades.
1.2. Statement of the problem

Reading 1s probably the most important skill the students need for
success in their studies. Students may rarely have opportunities to talk to
native speakers, but they have to read lengthy assignments in differént
subjects with varying degrees of detail and difficulty. As Farhady (1998)
has pointed out, because of the rapid explosion in the world of science
and technology, reading in English has received priority among other
objectives of English language teaching. That is why the main goal of
teaching English in many countries, especially within the educational
programs, is to improve the reading ability of the students in order to
enable them to extract new information from the original sources in their
field. While most of the literature in second language reading has, so far
, focused on such notions as bottom-up, top-down, and more recently,
interactive approaches to reading, reading instruction is still conducted
using traditional, teacher-centered format-sr in which most work 1is
completed individually and often competitively (Nelson, 1996). In many

occasions the conventional approaches to the teaching of reading in




which students are asked to review the relevant vocabulary, read the
text, and answer the comprehension questions are not effective(Farrell,

2001). When students are required to “read the passage and answer the

~ questions that follows” in fact, we are not teaching reading but rather

testing their ai)ility to comprehension a passage (Carrell, 1998).
Cooperative groups are important components of many L1
classrooms today. Many research studies have reported the superiority c;f
this teaching/learning strategy to the traditional techniques of mostly
teacher-centered methodologies. General guidelines for classroom

motivation (e.g., Forsyth& McMillan, 1994) suggeét emphasis on

~ challenging, engaging, informative activities and the building of

enthusiasm and a sense of responsibility in learners. CL as a well-
developed instructional strategy offers these and many other potential
benefits to learners (Panitz, 1998).

Although Cooperative Learning is attended to in such skills as
writing and speaking in EFL & ESL situations, and indeed a number of
valuable research projects is available focusing on these skills,
cooperative reading classes are fairly new among L2 teachers and
researchers. Many areas of CL are left untried and many language skill

instructions are not taught following the CL models. Nowadays, many




researchers believe that teacher-centered classes will sooner or later give
way to more active and humanistic approaches in which students are at

the center of learning process (Chafe, 1998; Ghaith, 2003). However,

' there is still a need to investigate the efficacy of various CL models in

promoting gafﬂ's in the cognitive and non-cognitive domains of ESL/EFL
instruction across different languages and cultures.

In the past, reading classes has mainly been held competitively in
Iran. Most teachers prefer to follow their intuition as to the best way to
help students learn reading skills. Although both the teachers and the
students, find it hard to try this new and promising wave that is
gradually changing all kinds of learning in educational settings, the
scholars believe it is worth to take the trouble. The researcher has
experienced many situations in which the students feel helpless when
dealing with a reading text. The students don’t know the required
strategies and even if they knew, it would be impossible for many of
them to deéipher the intended meaning in the texts.

Cooperative Learning, with its promises to increase the
achievement and reduce the feeling of alienation among L2 learners

(Ghaith, 2003) could be a way out. Consequently, the present study set

out to investigate the effects of the Learning Together model of CL on




