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Cooperative learning is one of the many teaching strategies that Hong Kong student teachers can come across in their teacher education programmes. When the student teachers graduate and start their teaching profession in schools, they seldom use cooperative learning to teach. Chan (2000) found that cooperative learning is not a popular instructional practice among the teachers in Hong Kong primary schools. One of the main reasons for this phenomenon is that the teachers are not adequately prepared for using cooperative learning. In order to familiarize teachers with this teaching strategy, cooperative learning should be placed at the core of the teacher education curriculum (Hillkirk, 1991). Though cooperative learning is rarely modeled in university classrooms (Van Voorhis, 1991), teacher educators should use cooperative learning to teach their student teachers so that they can experience cooperative learning instead of hearing or reading about it.
This paper describes how the author has attempted to use cooperative learning to teach a group of pre-service student teachers studying for the Post-graduate Diploma in Education in The Hong Kong Institute of Education. These student teachers were degree holders in various disciplines but they all possess limited knowledge in the professional studies aspects of their programme, especially modules on curriculum. They found curriculum modules alienated because they have learnt nothing about it in their secondary and undergraduate education. Their entry level in the area of curriculum can be regarded as homogeneous. In this paper, the author will discuss the constraints and difficulties which he has encountered in using cooperative learning to teach these student teachers a module on curriculum. These constraints and difficulties are the insufficiency of time, the issue of equity, and helping one another in a group to learn something that no one member had better knowledge of it. Ways to tackle the problems and suggestions to modify the cooperative learning method in light of the local learning culture are discussed.
USING COOPERATIVE LEARNING IN A CURRICULUM MODULE
The module which the author taught using cooperative learning entitled Curriculum Development and Assessment in Schools. The module comprised ten 3-hour sessions. The cooperative learning method used was Jigsaw II. In implementing Jigsaw II, heterogeneous groups of four were formed. The group members differ from one another in gender and the discipline they majored in their first degree. The materials to be learnt were divided into four parts with guiding questions. Each student of a group was assigned to focus on reading one part of the materials. Upon finished reading, students from different groups with the same focus of learning materials formed expert groups to discuss the materials. When the group members went back to their home groups after discussing in the expert groups, each member became the expert of the materials on which s/he focuses, and took turn to teach his/her group members until the members had mastered the whole of the materials. Then each member took an individual quiz and the score s/he obtained was compared to his/her base score to calculate the individual improvement score which was then added to become the average group score. Any group which had its average group improvement score reaching a pre-determined level could receive a group reward. 
Take teaching the topic on factors affecting curriculum implementation for a 3-hour session as an example. Each student was given the identical set of reading materials relevant to the topic, as well as an expert sheet. For groups of four, the expert sheet consisted of four questions, each of which focused on one of the four factors affecting curriculum implementation. Every member of each group is responsible to find answers to one of the questions in the expert sheet from reading the relevant parts of the materials. 

CONSTRAINTS AND DIFFICULTIES


Evaluation of teaching the module was done in three ways: classroom observation, interview and questionnaire. The author observed the students while they were engaging in group work. Six students, one from each group, were interviewed near the end of the module. In the last session, each student completed a questionnaire about their learning in the module. The data collected from these three sources were triangulated against one another. Among the many comments made by the students, the following constraints and difficulties were found.

Insufficiency of time

In cooperative learning, group members learn from one another by actively participating in discussion. The quality of their discourse affects their learning outcome. If there is not sufficient time for discussion, students will tend to tell the others the answer, without giving thorough explanations. When the student who asks for explanations is only given the answer without an explanation, the more he asks for help, the less he achieves (Webb, 1991). For an ill-structured problem with no right answer and a learning task that requires students to exchange resources, the more task-related interaction, the more achievement gains will result (Cohen, 1994). The present study used Jigsaw II which required students to discuss the questions first in the expert group, then in their home group. The task for discussion, the factors affecting curriculum implementation, belonged to an ill-structured problem. Under the time constraint, the students could not afford to have a thorough exchange of views or a detailed elaboration of ideas in the expert groups. This would lower the quality of peer teaching in their home groups. One student said, It is pretty normal for me to teach my peers by just telling them the answer when I know there is little time left. By doing so, I feel more at ease than giving them a partial explanation which carries them nowhere. Moreover, the less able students were likely to be adversely affected on their learning outcome, as well as their individual accountability, as they did not have enough time to understand the materials. 
Issue of equity


The issue of equity arises when the students learn from one another in the expert groups and their home groups. In the expert groups, individual accountability is difficult to structure. As an expert group is composed of members from different home groups, students feel little responsibility to make sure every member fully understand the materials. There is no incentive for them to help one another. In the present study, unless the more able students wanted to show off their ability, the discussion observed was both minimal and superficial. 

Compared with the expert group, members of the home group tend to be more cooperative as they are more positively interdependent to one another. They have a common goal, the group reward, as well different information or resources to share. Though they complement one another, the degree and quality of the complement was different. One more able student stated, My sharing is insightful to them, but what I learn from them is only the basic fact. The more able students thought that they gave more than they received, and it would be unfair to them if the less able peers got the same group reward. The same more able student complained, Why cannot we get what we pay? I help my group mates a lot, but we get the same group reward. Furthermore, the more able students tended to challenge what the less able students shared with them. Another more able student reported, I never believe what my less able peers tell me. I would rather read up all the parts myself instead of relying on them. 
Issue of homogeneity


The home group should, as far as possible, be heterogeneous mainly in terms of ability and expertise to lay a foundation for structuring positive interdependence. In the present study, all the students possessed a low level of understanding in curriculum, and it would be difficult for them to help one another to discuss a curriculum issue that no one member had better knowledge of it. One student remarked, All my group mates shared the view that we can only have little interaction in discussing a curriculum concept that we know little about. We need the tutor to lead our discussion. Otherwise, we will just be wasting time, focusing on things that are of little value.
CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS


In this paper, the author has described how he used cooperative learning to teach a curriculum module to a group of pre-service student teachers. The constraints and difficulties encountered were also discussed, including the insufficiency of time, the issue of equity, and helping one another in a group to learn something that no one member had better knowledge of it. As these constraints and difficulties arise from practice, it is important that they get addressed before the advantages of using cooperative learning in teacher education programmes can be realized. As such, two suggestions to modify Jigsaw II are made below.
Abolition of the expert group

As there was no incentive for members of the expert group to help one another, the discussion among them was both minimal and superficial. Members could not benefit each other from sharing their views, and time was therefore wasted, resulting in the insufficiency of time for more fruitful teaching in the home groups. It is therefore suggested that the use of expert group in Jigsaw II be removed to save time for more fruitful exchange in the home groups. However, the abolition of the expert group gives rise to the problem of acquiring expert knowledge for teaching members in the home groups. This problem may be addressed by appointing a couple of members from the home group to play the role of the expert. Incidentally, the suggestion may also help to address the issues of equity, and helping one another in a group to learn something that no one member had better knowledge of it, which are elaborated below.
Appointment of an expert from the home group


A couple of members from each home group take turns to be appointed as an expert for a jigsaw activity. The experts will be given the reading materials well before the session to read together and be encouraged to explore some other relevant resources in order to fully understand the topic in question. The aim is to enable them to be the full expert of the complete set of reading materials, instead of only becoming a quarter of an expert. By doing this, we have helped to add to the heterogeneous group an element of the relevant expertise which was lacking in the present study. The students of the present study differed in gender and the discipline they majored in their first degree, but they were homogeneous in terms of a low level of understanding in curriculum. Now that a couple of members of each home group are made more able, they can share their wisdom with their group mates. 

The issue of equity may be addressed by giving an additional reward to the two experts of the home group if the group can reach a predetermined level of performance, say the outstanding level. The extra reward is demonstrating the notion of getting what you have paid for. The message is very clear, especially to the more able students, in that the more they help their group mates, the more they get in return. 


Whether the above suggestions to modify Jigsaw II can really help to address the constraints and problems mentioned in the present study have to be tried out and evaluated by both the tutor and his students in some future studies. 
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